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For a considerable time, the concept of Finland 
as a peripheral ‘island’ in northern Europe de-
pendent to a large extent on maritime trade 
and overseas commerce has dominated its his-
toriography. Such an approach is understand-
able. A very high proportion of its foreign trade 
was seaborne; over one-third of its external bor-
ders were coastal; and urbanization was driven 
primarily by the growth of ports and maritime 
communities. A wide range of occupations and 
activities were directly related to the sea and 
long-term changes in the maritime economy 
had a direct effect on the structure of Finnish 
society and family life. 

concept by focusing on the 19th century when 
the Grand Duchy of Finland was an autono-
mous part of the Russian Empire. It will ex-
plore a number of themes in order to reas-
sess the relative isolation of Finland between 
1809 and 1917 and its alleged dependency 
on the maritime sector and foreign trade. 

followed by a review of the role of overseas 
-

graphical isolation while promoting market 
-

land’s non-maritime openness resulting from 
the rapid adoption of new technology, par-
ticularly in communications, and the gradual 

will focus on a topic which has seldom been 
-

torians, namely the incorporation of Finland 

within the Tsarist Empire (1809–1917) and 

Where relevant, the experience of Finland will 
be analysed in a comparative context, focusing 
on other Scandinavian states and European 
countries.

THE ISLAND CONCEPT

-
cial case, as ‘one of the world’s most northern 
and geographically remote countries’ with 
an island mentality moulded by trade and 
maritime culture. Because of its physical iso-
lation, its long-run development was atypical, 

th century. 

in the late-18th century emphasised its physi-

Bothnia was ‘surrounded by one contiguous 

* I am very grateful to Sari Mäenpää and Tapio Bergholm for the invitation to provide a contri-
bution to the Kotka conference on the theme of ‘Finland as an Island’. For someone with no 
command of Finnish, this was a challenging, but ultimately a very rewarding task. The article 
has benefited considerably from the astute comments of an ‘anonymous’ referee, namely 
Emeritus Professor Yrjö Kaukiainen. His support has been invaluable.
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unbroken forest’, while the eastern district had 
‘numberless lakes’, the most extensive forests 
and the severest winters.1 Beggars were very 

remnant of the original colony’, but they were 
‘more barbarous than the Lapps’ and the prac-
tice of cheating strangers was endemic.2 Such 
characteristics led to Finland being assigned 

-
alities and races which became increasingly 
common during the Enlightenment. 

Finland was the ‘poorhouse of Europe’, ac-
cording to Zachris Topelius, and the inhabit-
ants were pale shadows of the Swedes, who ‘so 
strongly resemble Englishmen in all they do 

Travellers failed to recognise Sisu, a national 
symbol for Finns and a characteristic recently 

of an Englishman. But even if some of these 
opinions were questionable, the increasing 
popularity of Finnish peasant dress amongst 
members of the European upper-middle class 
suggests a real appreciation of the quality of 

-
-

ish peasant dress at Liverpool’s Grand Fancy 
Dress Ball in aid of the Public Charities.3

�ese highly subjective views of earlier 
travellers still resonate today. Indeed the con-
cept of Finland as an island remains ‘very true’ 
because physical separateness was reinforced 
by linguistic isolation. In wintertime it was 
‘one of the most isolated and inaccessible re-
gions in Europe’; the Baltic froze over for 80 
to 100 days; and for a long time Hanko was 
the only port that stayed open the whole year 
round. As a result maritime historians have 
adopted the ‘popular slogan’ of Finland as an 
island as a conceptual framework for their re-

was a result of an opening to the western world 

sailing ships that navigated the Atlantic as well 
-

cal role in promoting economic development 
and in facilitating the transmission of western 

4 
A�er all, overseas trade was one of ‘the 

most important impulses’ for economic 
growth as income generated by exports led to 
an expansion of domestic purchasing power. 
In the late-18th century there was a ‘rapid rise’ 
in long-distance shipping; the combined mer-

and by 1830 all coastal towns were able to 
trade abroad. Between 1813 and 1870 there 
was an annual increase of 2.2% in the value 
of foreign trade per capita (from 472 to 1318 
silver kopecks). By the late-1860s the value of 

-

during this period were generally covered by 
shipping revenues.5

According to Ojala, the concept of Finland 
as an island, with its assumption that the 
expansion of international trade accelerated 
the Grand Duchy’s economic development 
and its global market integration, remains 
the dominant research paradigm for many 
maritime historians. As a result, recent re-
search has focused on di�erent aspects of 
foreign trade, including the pro�tability of 
long-distance seafaring, the causes of im-
proved productivity, the trend in the number 
of Finnish ships passing the Danish Sound 
(‘the mother of all trades’), the increasing 
presence of Finnish vessels in the North Sea, 
the Mediterranean and the Atlantic. Even if 
Finland was a ‘rather peripheral shipping 
area’, it had ‘quite a large merchant marine’ 
and in an international comparative context 
at the start of the 1870s it had the ��h larg -
est tonnage per capita. Indeed, it has been 
claimed that the rise in timber exports and 
the large share of Finnish vessels involved 
in this trade, particularly between the 1830s 
and 1860s, ‘witnessed the integration of the 
Finnish economy into the rest of Europe at 
the time’.6
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Many aspects of the development of Fin-

wider, international trends. But some fac-

Duchy. As was the case in both Sweden and 
Finland, the administrative framework for 
the recruitment of sailors, the organization 
of pensions, and the provision of support for 
widows and orphans was created in 1748 and 
members of the Board of a Seamen’s House 
(sjömanshuset) became the �rst statutory 
trustees for paid labour. By 1852 the Sea-
men’s House in Pori had accepted that wives of 
seafarers should have broader welfare rights, 
while in 1858–9 the fund managed by Åbo’s 
sjömanshuset supported 113 sailors. Finnish 
ship owners and merchants also bene�ted 
from attempts by the Swedish state to secure 
their property rights by creating a far-reaching 
consular network, but it was not until 1868 

unlimited rights to navigation when the ‘sta-

7 
-

land (as on the west coast of Sweden) was held 

had to own land, in contrast to the situation 

of regulations prohibiting the sub-division of 
peasant holdings as well as the introduction 
of new �shing techniques (hook-net �sh -
ing) which required little capital investment 
enabled a growing number of families to 

Åbo and 
Björneborg had 1,826 households where the 

of the total for the whole of Finland.8 
As far as international trade was concerned, 

Finland ‘adapted well to free-trading Europe’ 
in the course of the 19th century and enjoyed 
‘lively international relations’. If a domestic bi-

on integration, then the buoyancy of foreign 
trade and the positive response to rising exter-
nal demand for Finnish exports, in particular 
wood and timber products, suggests that the 
19th century witnessed a real improvement in 
Finland’s international integration. By 1870 
exports accounted for 25% of GDP, but a dec-
ade later this had risen to 30%.9 

Centuries of incorporation within the 
Swedish Empire had already led to a high 
degree of economic integration, which was 
evident in the rank-size distribution of both 
Swedish and Finnish towns. Integration was 

-
den, as imports from both Sweden and Russia 

Russian Empire had a negative impact on the 
process of international integration, as Rus-

line with its taxation policy. But from the late-

Finland became an autonomous customs 
-
-

trial and consumption goods were reduced 

were implemented in the 1860s; and Finland’s 

increasing adoption of free trade principles by 
many European countries. By 1900, according 
to Hjerppe, Finland was an ‘open economy’.10

-
ed as an increasingly ‘open economy’ was rein-
forced by rising rates of emigration. Emigra-

19th

in Sweden, Denmark and Norway, but Finns 

early 1800s and emigration from Ostroboth-
nia to northern Norway, in particular to the 
Troms province, developed real momentum 
from the 1830s onward. During the second 
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half of the 19th century there was a high rate 
of emigration to St. Petersburg, but Finnish 
workers also sought employment in the Swed-
ish forestry industry, if only to avoid Russian 
conscription. �e desertion rate of sailors 
from Finnish ships was no greater than that 
of other countries, but it contributed to emi-
gration with the increase between the 1830s 
and 1850s a reaction to attractive settlement 

the Californian Gold Rush of 1848 to 1850. By 
the late-19th century Finland had lost c. 10% 
of its total population as a result of emigra-
tion. High rates of emigration from the 1870s 
onward, largely in response to the increased 
demand for labour in North America, led to 
a greater degree of international convergence. 

-
ish homeland; stabilized wages during periods 
of depression; led to a long-run improvement 
in real wages in the domestic economy; and 
fostered wage convergence internationally.11 

Moreover, Finland had a higher rate of re-
turn migration in comparison with the other 
Nordic countries which played an important 
role in the transfer of new technology. Already 
by the 1850s Finns recognised that ‘North 
Americans and all Englishmen in general are 
amazingly ingenious and inventive men’, but 
the spread of new machinery was supported by 
technical scholarships for study tours by Finn-
ish engineers and by return migration from 

Ylihärmä from the 1890s onward were based 
on an American prototype brought to Fin-
land by a returned migrant, Jaakko Vassi; the 
thermal-mechanical process for the produc-
tion of wood pulp was adopted in the late-
1890s by another returning migrant, Georg 
Holm, while the Wickström brothers founded 
a boat engine factory in 1906 following their 
return from Chicago. It must be remembered, 
however, that high rates of emigration and re-
turn migration were phenomena of the two or 
three decades prior to the outbreak of the First 

to external demand, while the journey across 
the Atlantic was dependent on the existence 
of a well-developed maritime infrastructure.12

 
THE ROLE OF OVERSEAS MARITIME 
TRADE

Despite its importance as a research paradigm, 
-

tor for the long-run development of Finland 
should not be overstated. Merchant tonnage 
per capita in 1870 was higher than that of 
France, Germany and the United States, but 
shipping remained ‘an enclave economy’ with 
limited backward linkages. At its peak in the 
mid-1860s, the shipping industry never con-
tributed more than 3–4% of GDP. A number 
of points suggest that the overseas maritime 
sector was not as crucial as many historians 
have argued.13

First, despite, or perhaps because of, the 
‘Golden Age of Sail’, the transition to steam in Fin-
land was an unusually slow process. Although the 

 had 
been built in 1834 by the Åboskeppswarfs Aktie 
Bolaget for the shipowner, Erik Julin, only 15% of 
the ships completed by the company between 1836 
and 1879 were steam-powered (mostly naval frig-
ates and corvettes). In 1875, steam ships accounted 
for approximately 3% of Finland’s total tonnage, 

in 1847 consisted of sailing ships, but 50 years later 
steamships accounted for 56% of the registered ton-
nage. In Hamburg steamships were already promi-
nent by 1900, although some shipping companies 
remained committed to sail for a considerable pe-
riod of time. In Sweden shortly before the outbreak 
of the First World War steamships accounted for 
almost 83% of the total merchant tonnage.14 

Shipowners from Ostrobothnia purchased 
small coastal steamers and were o�en 
shareholders in steamship companies, but 
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they never acquired ocean-going steam-
ers. �ere was still a strong tendency to 
purchase second or third-hand barques 
from foreign owners instead of invest-
ing in steam. �e average age of vessels 
acquired by Finnish purchasers (admit-
tedly from a small sample) was 21.4 years, 
largely from yards in Glasgow, Bristol and 
Southampton, which helps to explain the 
continued relative pro�tability of sailing 
vessels. For example, the 4-masted Barque 
County of Dumfries was built in 1878 as a 
full rigged ship by Barclay, Curle of Glas-
gow for R. & J. Craig, but it was changed 
into a barque before being sold in 1905 to 
Captain. J. Tork of Finland. Both Danish 
and Norwegian shipowners exploited the 
second-hand market for sailing ships, but 
to a far more limited extent. It was only 
a�er the First World War that Finns pur-
chased second-hand steamships, including 
the Garryvale built in Glasgow in 1907 and 
acquired by a Finnish owner in 1923.15

S/v Sovinto (ex. County of Dumfries) in rough seas. Sovinto was a four-mast iron barque built in 
1878 in Glasgow. Photo: The Maritime Museum of Finland.

Honorary Counsellor of Commerce Erik Julin, 
managing director of the old Turku shipyard. 
Photo: Picture Collections of the Finnish Herit-
age Agency.
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-
cant fall in international freight rates in the 

irrespective of their nationality. Between the 

in Finnish shipping fell from a peak of 20% 
to 7–10% primarily as a result of the general 
recession between the early-1870s and the 
mid-1880s, but they still represented a rea-

joint-stock companies established in Finland 
between 1865 and 1896 (174) were in the ship-
ping industry, but the majority were steamship 
companies. A similar phenomenon could be 
found in other European ports as large liner 
companies found it necessary to raise external 

-
ous vessels. But only two Finnish steamship 
companies (the Finska Ångslaps Depot AB, 

1877 and the Finsk Ångfartygs AB, 1883) had 
a capitalization of 1m. Mark, while the average 

was also a high failure rate. For example, the 
Ostrobothnian Steamship Company, founded 
in Åbo in 1857, failed to pay a dividend until 
1864 and was dissolved 11 years later.16

According to Ojala, prior to 1850 seafaring 

was accumulated by successful merchants in 
costal ports, such as Commercial Councillors 

 Abraham 
Kingelin (1788–1849) from Vasa and Åbo 
respectively (the former reputedly the richest 
man in Finland). But lower rates of return in 
the late-19th century were accompanied by a 
transfer of resources to other sectors of the 
Finnish economy. Revenue from shipping had 
been used in the 18th century to establish pro-
to-factories, but increasingly some shipowners 
and merchants, as was the case elsewhere in 
Europe, re-invested their wealth in manufac-
turing or other ‘landward’ activities to the 
extent that they were a ‘crucial factor’ in the 
country’s development. Kingelin founded the 
Littoisten broadcloth factory in 1823 and the 
Åbo Steamship Company in 1835. Erik Julin 
(1796–1874) had a range of business interests 
as a shipowner, industrialist and apothecary. 
Konsul John Edvard Moé (1856–1931) started 
his business career as an importer of colonial 

the wine trade, and by 1897 he was the owner 
of the Wasa Sockerfabrik AB, while the Trapp 
family in Åbo transferred its investments into 
industry as a direct response to the recession 
in shipping.17

By the late-19th century shipowners ‘found 
-

transfer of wealth out of the overseas mari-
time sector may well have been a rational 
choice in view of increased English and Ger-
man competition for cargoes, the gradual ero-

Honorary Counsellor of Commerce Carl Gustaf 
Wolff was a shipowner and also served as 
a member of the Diet of Finland. Photo: The 
Maritime Museum of Finland.
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provided, and the risk associated with joint-
stock companies in the shipping industry. But 
it also represented a growing rejection of the 
island concept, as established interests gave 
way to a stronger focus on Finland’s domestic 
economy.18

Secondly, despite the importance of over-
seas maritime trade, the overall contribution of 
seafaring to the dissemination of new ideas, as 
envisaged by proponents of the island concept, 
should not be exaggerated. In many respects 
Finnish seafarers shared the same characteris-
tics as their counterparts from other European 

married (42% in Pori in the 1840s), as was the 
case in Britain (46% in 1891). As elsewhere, an 
occupation as a sailor was seldom a lifetime 
career and it was assumed that most seafarers 
retained close links with their port of origin. 
However, despite improvements in commu-
nication technology, faster turnaround times 
and other productivity gains which reduced 
the average duration of voyages, maintaining 
links with home continued to be problematic. 
Seafaring, particularly foreign trade, was still 

-
tality rates, and, as in Sweden, a high propor-
tion of seamen’s widows were under 50.19  

Despite their modest position in the seafar-

by implication skill, in the early 1880s almost 
50% of Finnish sailors (c. 6,000) were em-
ployed on foreign ships, primarily in the Brit-

the total number of Finnish sailors on Rus-
sian ships was generally modest, some of them 
were attracted by better working opportuni-
ties created by the oil industry. For example, 

made use of Finnish sailors, as well as techni-
cal experts from the Nordic countries, in their 
development of the oil industry in the Caspian 

-
tion of Russia’s foreign trade, while Finnish 

steamer companies developed a prominent 
role in trade with St. Petersburg, including 
the Finska Ångslupsbolaget founded by Ra-
fael von Hartman in 1872–73.20 

Clearly, the extent of involvement in the 
international labour market for seafarers was 
substantial. Finnish seafarers were attracted by 

higher wages, particularly at a time when Brit-

maritime employment. But it was unusual for 
such a high proportion of a country’s sailors 

argued that it encouraged the assimilation of 
new cultural practices and their gradual dis-
semination in Finland.21 

However, it is important to see this in per-
spective, as its contribution to the country’s 
economic and social openness within the 
framework of the island paradigm remains 
debateable. In 1880, there were c. 506,000 
men in the age-group 15 to 49. Many seafar-
ers ceased to be employed in the maritime 
sector in their 30s, although a small number 
continued seafaring beyond that age. But the 
6,000 sailors employed on foreign ships rep-
resented approximately 1.1% of Finnish men 
in that age-group. If all those men employed 
in the transport and communication sectors 
are combined, they still accounted for only 
4.7% of the active male workforce. Moreover, 
the relative decline of the Finnish shipping 
industry from the 1870s onward and the slow 
transition to steam power led to a reduction 
in employment opportunities and the size of 
the maritime labour force.22

FINLAND’S NON-MARITIME  
OPENNESS  

A general awareness of new ideas and inven-
tions, as well as a willingness to adopt them, 
was reinforced by the implementation of de-
velopments in communication technology. 
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-
graph as early as 1824, but it was not until the 
Crimean War that the network was extended 
to the northern coast of the Gulf of Bothnia, 
including the port of Åbo. In the case of the 
electric telegraph there was no development 

-
able commercial system and it was very much 
in line with similar developments in Sweden 
(1853) and Norway (1854). In 1860 a line was 
installed along the west coast all the way to 
Torneå, at the same time as the Swedish and 
Finnish/Russian networks were connected in 
Haparanda. Increased connectivity not only 
meant that news reached Finland at a faster 
speed, but the creation of telegram agencies 
(including the Great Northern Telegraph 
Company, 1869) reduced the dependence of 

extension of the telegraph network was driven 
primarily by business interests, but it symbol-
ised Finland’s global interconnectivity.23

-
-

ephone line was installed in Helsinki in 1877 

patented; in January 1882 the Helsinki Tel-
ephone Association was established by Daniel 
Wadén; and by 1884 it was dealing with over 

of women were employed in long-distance tel-
ephone exchanges and by 1908 there was one 
telephone to 20 Finns. Finland can therefore 
be regarded as a ‘forerunner’ in the application 
of communication technology rather than an 
‘island’ isolated from the wider world.24 

As a result of improvements in communi-
cation, national and then international news 
was incorporated increasingly in the provin-
cial press, not only in Finland but throughout 
the Nordic countries. A fairly standardized se-
lection of foreign news was transmitted via the 
telegraph network and newspapers began to 
adopt a similar format. Indeed the Wasabladet 

in November 1906 reported a range of news 
and local activities that would have been rec-
ognised by readers in many parts of Europe. 

-
stitutional Club, the competition to be held by 
the Wasa Amateur Photographic Club, and the 
programme of Världen Rundt, the city’s larg-

living pictures for grown-ups and children’.25

Historically, the journey to the interior had 
been ‘arduous’ with its ‘harsh and hostile envi-
ronment’ because nature had not been ‘kind’ 
to Finland. But this was gradually transformed 

Helsinki and Hämeenlinna (using locomo-
tives imported from British manufacturers, 
including Beyer, Peacock and Co. from Gor-

Petersburg in 1870 (using the Russian 5 foot 
gauge) was followed by the transfer of most 
exports of manufactured goods destined for 
Russia from the maritime coastal trade to 

line proved to be ‘a very potent competitor’. 
By 1900 every major seaport was served by 

from the construction of new lines; and the 
whole Finnish system was integrated into the 
Russia network.26

were enhanced by the completion in 1866 of 

Atlantic, while the development of the Finn-
ish railway system was dependent initially on 
British-made components, including import-
ed steam-engines and equipment. But the abil-
ity of Finland to exploit these opportunities 

-
nectivity in a manner that was not dependent 
on the overseas maritime sector. 

Indeed, there is an inherent risk of exag-
gerating Finland’s under-development by 



35

1900 and the role of overseas trade in break-
ing down its ‘island’ mentality. First, the claim 
that economic growth was held back by a 

Fiskars engineering workshop was established 

to 1649, while the development of the saw mill 

-
mand for capital should not be overstated, 
as capital costs, as in other European coun-
tries, could be reduced by adopting a range 
of strategies. Although the Bank of Finland 
only o�ered loans against �xed securities 
(mainly agricultural property), capital could 
be obtained from family and friends, private 
loans (as advertised in the Helsinki press), and 
promissory notes (skuldbrev). Despite its rela-
tive under-development, between 1860 and 
1913 the percentage GDP share of total public 
value added was consistently higher than in 
Sweden and by 1910 the percentage share of 
industrial value added was almost at the same 
level as Denmark.27

Second, with increasing industrialization 
and urbanization, the 19th century witnessed 
important developments in the creation of the 

‘modern’ state. It would be overly simplistic to 
imagine that this was a unilinear path devoid 

was certainly evident in Finland. For example, 
there were di�erences in how the women’s 
movement progressed in the Nordic countries 

-
way. But the Finnish Women’s Association was 

had been obtained for both women and men. In 
the elections to the new unicameral parliament 
(Eduskunta) in the following year, 19 women 

country in the world where female representa-
tives were returned in an election open to all 
adults, irrespective of gender. Finnish women 
were just as active as their sisters in Britain, 
Denmark and the USA in establishing city mis-

opening shelters for ‘fallen women’ (Helsinki, 
-

in Åbo/Turku, 1896), and in supporting the 

training course in 1906 was based on a British 
model created a few years earlier.28

The Port of Helsinki in the 1880s. Photo: The Maritime Museum of Finland.
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But Finland’s increasing openness to exter-
-

ated through the maritime sector, was not re-
stricted to the women’s movement. Whether 
in relation to its integration within the inter-
national book market, its susceptibility to new 

of organised sport or the growth of the labour 
movement and waterfront unionism, Finland’s 
trajectory was similar to that of many other Eu-
ropean countries, in particular its Scandinavian 
neighbours, although sometimes with notice-

culture, including the establishment of yacht 
clubs, was a phenomenon that was common 

similar policies in the treatment of the Sami 
and travelling families (zigenare) at the local 

design and development of Finnish towns and 

a response to rising rates of in-migration and 
the health consequences of over-crowding. 

greatly admired, even if it was accompanied 

revenues fuelled civic ambitions which led to 
the gradual provision of parks and open spaces 
in line with trends elsewhere in England, con-
tinental Europe and America. Far from being 
an ‘island’ dependent on connections generated 
by overseas maritime trade as a source of in-
novation, the framework of a modern Finnish 
state was clearly being constructed as a result 
of wider processes of economic, political and 
social change.29

THE RUSSIAN FACTOR 

It is understandable that maritime historians 
have accepted the concept of Finland as an 
island dependent on shipping and trade for 
its long-run development. But such a perspec-
tive ignores its physical integration within the 

an autonomous Grand Duchy within the Rus-

Steamboat Murtaja was the largest of its kind in Finland upon its completion in 1840. This photo 
shows Murtaja in the port of Turku. Photo: Johan Jakob Reinberg / Picture Collections of the Finn-
ish Heritage Agency.
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sian Empire. Unfortunately, the role of Russia, 

overland trade, has been ‘expunged’ and has 
rarely been addressed in recent research, be-
cause of the legacy of the Winter War (1939–
40) and the Continuation War (1941–4), as 

post-war period. 

of the centuries of Swedish control of Finland 
in terms of long-run economic growth or the 
development of its maritime sector, but Fin-

-

as from the geographical coverage of the Swed-
ish postal system and consular service. Russia’s 
acceptance of the basic laws in 1809 meant 
that the previous administrative framework 
remained in place, while the existing public 
banking institutions continued to operate as 
before, as did merchant houses and private 
individuals who lent and borrowed money. 

-
den continued in the same manner as both 

to the introduction in 1860 of Finland’s own 
currency (markka), Swedish coin (riksdaler) 
and paper currency continued to be used until 

the Russian Ruble was the primary means of 
payment and it was only in 1865 that the two 
currencies were formally separated when the 
Finnish Markka was tied to the value of silver. 

-
holm and Finnish ports on the Gulf of Bothnia 
and the Åland Islands continued far into the 
19th century, with exports of tar, timber and 

for a varied assortment of goods. Over time, 
a growing independence from Stockholm led 
to an increase in direct trading contacts across 
the Gulf of Bothnia between Österbotten 
and the Swedish ports of Gävle, Härnösand 
and Luleå. But the drawing of a new Fenno-
Swedish border along the Torneå River had 
no impact on the daily life of the Sami as no 
special restrictions were placed on border 
crossings. Semi-nomadic life continued even 

The office (on the left) and port granaries of the Helsinki shipyard in South Harbour. Photo by: 
possibly Charles Riis / Picture Collections of the Finnish Heritage Agency.
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were agreed between Norway and Russia, but 
increasingly the Sami were becoming a minor-
ity in the river valley as a result of in-migration 
and settlement from other parts of Finland.30

Between 1809 and 1917 close proximity to 

policy, as well as the structure and extent of 
trade between the Grand Duchy and other parts 
of the Russian Empire. Although it bene�ted 
from retaining many of the administrative and 
trading structures that had been imposed during 
Swedish rule, incorporation within the Tsarist 

subsequent development. 
First, from 1835 onward exports to Russia 

-
lowing the bilateral trade agreement of 1843 

In the 1840s, Russia already accounted for 37% 
of Finland’s foreign trade, but this had risen 
to 40–50% by the mid-19th century and to 
52% by 1870. Finnish merchants could export 
to Russia duty free agricultural and forestry 

-
dustry products, while industrial products 
enjoyed relatively high duty-free quotas. Ex-

materials rose ‘almost continuously’ and ap-
proximately 60% of cotton industry exports 
went to Russia. 

In return, Russia was Finland’s most im-
portant supplier of imports, including grain, 
raw sugar and tobacco. As a result, Finnish 
companies and private businessmen ‘consist-
ently had lively relations with the Russians’. 
Foreign investment in Finland’s manufactur-
ing capacity was motivated by the prospect 
of easy access to the Russian market, as was 
the case with Finlayson’s cotton mill in Tam-
pere, as well as German glass-makers and 
Swiss cheese-makers, and the manufacture of 
paper products before 1914 was primarily a 
response to Russian demand. In reality, Russia 
had become Finland’s most important trading 

partner, a transformation that was facilitated 
by the modernization of coastal shipping and 
improved railway links. 

Despite the growing trade with Britain and 
other western European countries from the 
1870s and 1880s onward, primarily as a result 
of an increased demand for the products of 
Finland’s forestry industries, Russia still ac-
counted for just under 40% of all Finnish ex-
ports in 1890 and even prior to the outbreak of 
the First World War it just about retained the 

Hjerppe, had fallen by then to only 28%. By 
the end of the 19th century over 50% of Finn-
ish coastal trade was with Russian ports, spe-

control, such as Tallinn, Riga and Klaipéda, all 
of which could be accessed by local shipping. 
Steamship tonnage between Helsinki and St. 
Petersburg between 1883 and 1898 increased 
by 100% and although the loaded tonnage be-
tween Oulu and the Russian capital fell, it still 
represented 51.4% of its coastal trade.31 

Second, as far as shipping and maritime em-
ployment was concerned, 1809 did not signify 
a major change, at least not initially, as Finnish 
ships were treated by the Russian authorities 
as ‘foreign’ until 1830. But increasingly Finnish 

Russia’s foreign trade, particularly grain exports 
from the Black Sea ports, although by the mid-
1870s this trade was taken over by British and 
Greek steamers. In the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth century some Finnish steamers in-

from the rapid growth in Russian emigration, 
although they were prevented from taking 
passengers on board in St. Petersburg and 
were forced to use the home ports of Hanko 
and Turku. By the mid-1850s there is also evi-
dence of Finnish sailors in Russian service and 
many of the sailors who took out a passport for 
less than a year were probably involved in the 
coastal trade to St. Petersburg or other ports 
in the Baltic.32 
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-
crease of Finnish migration to St. Petersburg. 
Already in the 1730s the Swedish-Finnish par-
ish in St. Petersburg had c. 1,500 members (of 
whom barely 700 attended communion), but 
by 1880 only Helsinki (with a total popula-
tion of 38,700) had a larger number of Finnish 
residents than the Russian capital with 24,400. 
Between 1826 and 1917 c. 60,000 Finns mi-
grated to St. Petersburg, the majority of whom 
became members of the Finnish and Luther-
an parishes of St. Maria (Finnish, 1803–5) 

Swedish-Finnish parish of St. Katarina, led 
by Pastor Herman Kajanus (born in Helsinki 
in 1852), had a membership of almost 7,000 
at its peak in the 1880s. Finns were able to 
become members of Russian guilds without a 

new oath and therefore had unlimited rights 
to carry out trade, but Russia also became an 
attractive destination for Finnish engineers, 
technicians and mechanics, as well as gradu-
ates of the cadet corps. Finnish peasants in 
the 1820s and 1830s served in the Russian 
army, almost entirely in small Finnish units 
of 5,000 men, as replacements for indigenous 
conscripts; manual labourers were employed 
on major construction projects, including the 
building of the Trans-Siberian Railway; while 
at the other end of the social spectrum, Finn-
ish politicians, administrators and business-
men were inevitably attracted to St. Petersburg 
as the seat of Tsarist power. As was the case 
in other metropolitan centres and port-cities 

the Finnish/Swedish community established 
‘relatively many’ philanthropic associations, 

The shipping company FÅA’s office building in Helsinki, on the corner of Eteläranta and Eteläinen 
Makasiinikatu, was used up until 1905. Photo: The Maritime Museum of Finland.
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including an asylum for young girls (1847) and 
a Finnish Damförening (1884–5) that provided 
welfare support to fellow countrymen whose 
residence in the Russian capital had not been 
successful. Viewed from this perspective, the 
concept of Finland as a peripheral island de-
pendent primarily on overseas commerce and 
maritime contacts is untenable.33 

CONCLUSION

island are easily established. Primarily as a 
result of travellers’ accounts from the 18th 
century onward an image was embedded in 
European consciousness of part of the Swed-
ish Empire that was isolated from wider 
trends. Finland was backward economically 
and trade was disrupted during the winter 
months by thick ice and inhospitable condi-
tions. Within this context, it is understand-
able that many maritime historians have uti-
lised this concept for much of their research. 
A�er all, overseas trade was monitored of-
�cially at a number of levels; data was more 
readily available than for coastal and inland 
trades; and the involvement in long-distance 
trading activities by ‘blue-sea’ sailing ships 
facilitated Finland’s gradual integration into 
world markets, promoted economic integra-
tion, and led to the dissemination of new 
ideas by seafarers and return migrants.

However, the picture that emerges from 
this review is at variance with the traditional 
paradigm. Although long-distance overseas 
trade played an important role in fostering 
Finland’s market integration and long-run 
development, it should not be exaggerated. 
�e slow transition to steam, the continued 
dependency on the purchase of third-hand 
sailing ships, the low level of capitalization 
of steamship companies, and the increasing 
transfer of capital by ship owners and mer-
chants to the domestic economy all suggest 

that the importance of overseas trade was 
more muted than expected.

By contrast, many maritime historians have 
tended to ignore two factors. First, Finland’s 
opening to the wider world as a result of non-
maritime links, including the rapid adoption 

-
cally the electric telegraph and the telephone), 
the development of a railway network that fos-
tered inland trade, and progress in the creation 
of a ‘modern state’, in line with trends else-

of areas including the women’s movement, the 
establishment of voluntary associations, and 
planning improvements to Helsinki and other 
urban communities. Indeed, by 1900 Finland 
was not as ‘backward’ as many historians have 
believed and higher rates of growth from the 
late 19th century onward occurred at a time 
when the maritime sector had ceased to be 

1850s and 1860s.34

Second, an over-reliance on the concept 
of Finland as an island has led to a failure to 
analyse the consequences of its incorpora-
tion between 1809 and 1917 in the Russian 
Empire. By 1900 over 50% of its trade was 
with Russia and St. Petersburg was a magnet 
for Finnish migration. But for non-academic 
reasons the role of Tsarist Russia in Finland’s 
development has been largely ignored. Apart 
from Ojala’s and Kaukiainen’s brief surveys of 
coastal trade, this maritime sector has never 
been the focus of research and there is little 
evidence to suggest that archival material in 
St. Petersburg, Tallinn or ports in Lettland 
have ever been used to reconstruct Finland’s 
coastal trade with Russia and its Baltic prov-

prevent a more objective analysis of the mari-
time sector’s contribution to Finland’s devel-
opment. Many of the port-town histories that 
were meticulously compiled in the 1970s and 
1980s are now rather dated and only in a few 
cases, including the ports of Kokkola (ship-
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foreign countries. By 1875, 45 steamers oper-
ated on the inland waterways. But to what ex-
tent were they integrated with overseas trade? 
Were men (and women) who worked on these 
inland routes invariably distinct from seafar-
ers? And to what extent did they provide a 
mechanism for the dissemination of new 
products and ideas?

Within this context, the continued useful-
ness of the concept of Finland as an island for 
research in maritime history is questionable. 
As a commonly accepted axiom it has been 

geo-political orientation towards the West. 
But there are other focal points that deserve 
more attention in the future, including the 
signi�cance of trade between Finland and 
Tsarist Russia and its Baltic provinces, the 
role of coastal shipping and the increasing 

the overseas maritime sector because of lim-
ited data availability and a need for additional 
language expertise, but they are central for a 
more balanced understanding of the role of 
commerce and trade in the Finnish economy. 

building and the tar trade) and Rauma (with 

in 1897), have they been supplemented by 
more modern studies with a wider analytical 

of contemporary relevance, including port-
hinterland relations, inter-port competition 
(or collaboration), and the spatial origins of 
seafarers. Only in a few cases, such as the ports 
of Kokkola (the tar-trade and ship-building) 

of 57 sailing ships in 1897), have they been 
supplemented by more modern studies with a 

-
graphical analysis of Finnish merchants and 
shipowners, nor any comprehensive assess-
ment of the impact of capital transfer from 
the maritime sector to the domestic industry, 
while the extent of their collective involvement 

35

Finally, although inland transport routes 
were particularly important in the pre-
industrial period, their signi�cance in the 
19th

expansion of the inland water transport sys-
tem, including the construction of the Saimaa 
Canal (1845–6), meant that they continued 
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