





A THIRD-GENERATION Finn, William Salminen, holds
old bath whisks made of birch. Note the vertical double-
notching and plank-shaped walls behind him.

Relatively few household and farm-related tasks or
events took place in this particular sauna, since the north
Finnish sauna tradition includes fewer secondary func-
tions than the east and west Finnish traditions. Addi-
tional secondary sauna functions — such as its use in
childbirth, massage. wet cupping, making candles, dry-
ing grain, leaves, and bark, distilling liquor, and washing
clothes — are known in Minnesota, although they were
not practiced in the Hyrynkangas sauna. In Finland as
well as in Minnesota other uses were the result of expe-
diency, not necessarily of tradition, and most of these
secondary uses are extinet or nearly so. In rural Finland,
and to some degree in rural Minnesota, the savusaunas
functioned as maternity rooms. Their intevior arrange-
ment and furnishings, including the facilities for heating
water, caused savusaunas to be excellent places for
childbirth, an occasion usually attended to by a midwife.
A strong tradition reinforced the pr;lcticzll aspects. The
last known birth in a Finnish savusauna in Minnesota
took place in 1937.18

Wet cupping, or drawing blood frown the surface of

the body. was traditional therapy for a variety of'ills. The
cupper was usually an older woman who practiced her
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art, including massage, in a heated savusauna. Incanta-
tions and charms were commonly part of the procedure.
The cups were made of cleaned and hollowed-out cow
horns. In one collection of fourteen cups belonging to a
former practitioner, the cups range in length from 1%
inches to 4 inches and have a capacity of % ounce to 3
ounces. The top diameters of the cups vary from % inch
to % inches, the lower diameters from 1% to almost 2
inches. The upper opening in each is covered with a
layer of treated pig's bladder fastened with a string. The
cups were always soaked in hot soapy water for about an
houwr. Patients “took steam™ and whisked for twenty to
thirty minutes first. After a brief diagnosis, the prac-
titioner would place a cup on the afflicted area of the
body (but, except for the face, never on the head or the
genitals), and through a small slit in the cover of the cup
create sufficient vacuum by suction so that an impression
of its outline remained on the skin when the cup was
removed. Six to eight surface incisions were made with a
straightedge razor or with a sharp knife point within the
circumscribed area. The cup was again placed on the
body, the suction started anew, and was continued until
the cup was full. The cup was then removed and its
contents discarded. It was customary to place several
cups over the diseased area at once and to repeat the
procedure several times until “bad blood” had been let
out. Once Dbloodletting was completed, tissue Auid
formed over the incisions so that bleeding stopped eas-
ily. In order to prevent infection, the cupped areas and
the cups were washed with “carbolated™ soap.®

The most frequent complaints that led Finns to sub-
mit to cupping were muscular aches, arthritis, heavy
head, dizzy spells, high blood pressure, headaches, and
general malaise. While most came to seek cure for a

18Talve. Bastu och Torkhus, 354: Sakari Palsi. “Vanha
Sauma.” in Kdlevalaseuran Vuosikirja, 1:189 (1921); U. T.
Sirelius, Suomen Kansanomaista Kulttuuria, 2:221 (Helsinki,
1921): Kustaa Vilkuna, “Saunan Syntvit ja Kehitysta Maalaisen
Taloudessa.” in Joulu-Sauna. 2:22 (1946), Aulis Ojajirvi,
“Bastw,” in Kulturhistorisk Leksikon for Nordisk Middelalder,
1:387 (Kgbenhavn. 1956): Talve. Bastu och Torkhus, 328-329:
Kaups, unpublished field notes. 1964-72. This account is given
to show only the spectrum. not the magnitude, of secondary
sauna use. The 1937 date is based on the author's field re-
search. including an interview with Dennis Jarvi. March 24,
1973. Official vital statisties do not. of course, provide data on
births in savusaunas, so it is difficalt to say with certainty when
they ceased to function ax Iving-in wards in Minnesota's Fin-
nish communities.

POn Finnish folk medicine. including cupping and mas-
saging practiced in sauna. see Konrad Reijowaara, “Suomen
kansan laakitsemistaito jo suomalainen sauna,” in Oma Maa.
3:47-58 (Porvoo, Finland, 1908); Sirelius, Suomen. 2:573-576.
Each major Finnish settlement in Minnesota hiad its vesident
cupper; in addition there were itinerant cuppers. They were
usuadly paid in kind {or their services, Author interviews with
Lillian Saavela. February 6 and 14, 1973, and with Henry Hal-
bunen. January 14, 1965, ’
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A COLLECTION of cups (above) made of cows horns
and treated pigs’ bladders and a straightedge razor for
puncturing the skin. At right is Mrs. Lillian Saarela, a
former cupper. with a cup on her arm.

specific ailment, others felt that cupping was preventive
medicine to be experienced regularly. “Old people said
that one would catch fewer colds if one had cupping
every spring and fall because it would adjust the blood,”
according to one Finn. The practice of cupping among
the Finns in northern Minnesota, though greatly di-
minished, is not as yet dead. A former practitioner, who
is of the fourth generation in her mateynal line to have
been a cupper, stll gets inquiries from time to time on
such therapy [rom prospective patients, who arve invari-
ably old immigrants. Finns believed that saunas pos-
sessed general therapeutic qualities. and some of them
considered it as akind of last resort. An old proverb states:
“If pine tar, whisky, and sauna will not cure you, it's
death.” Pine tar was a remedy for chest colds. It was
either sprinkled on the sauna stove or drunk dituted in a
glass of water while in the sauna.2®

20 Bloodletting as a therapeutic measure was not, of course,
limited to the Finns. The idea that disease is caused by blood
impurities or the intrusion of alien substances into the body.
which can be cured by bleeding the ailing person, is old and
was widely held. See Fielding A. Garrison. An Introduction fo
the History of Medicine, 268~29. 134, 172-173, 298-300, 409~
410, 657 (Philadelphia and London. fourth edition, 1929); inter-
views with LiMlian Saarela. February 6 and 14, 1973 (quote).

21 Kaups, “A Finnish riihi in Minnesota,” in Journal of the
Minnesota Academy of Science, 38:66=71 (nos. 2 and 3. 1972},
Mattinen, Thomsonin, 48, Timar Talve, Den Nordostewropeiska
Rian, 82-16) (Svenska Litteratursillskapet i Finlaond, Skrifter,
vol. 387 — Helsingfors. 1961).

2 Kaups, unpublished field notes, 1964-72; Talve, Bustu
och Torkhus, 333; "Sauna; An Old World Custom Survives in
Minnesota,” in Minnesota History News, April, 1960, p. 2:
Erkkila, in Conservation Voluntcer, November—-December,
1964, p. 28.

Some of the savusaunas in Minnesota were also used

for drying threshed grain and sheaves of harvested grain,
mostly rye. The small amount of grain grown on incipi-
ent farms that produced grain at all did not in most
cases warrant the construction of the traditional riihi, the
special grain-drying, threshing, and winnowing barn.
Therefore grain was often dried on the sauna platform.
In time, however, the immigrants realized that the drier
climate that prevailed during the harvest season in Min-
nesota, compared to that in Finland, made artificial dry-
ing of grain superfluous. On some farms, the savusauna
was also used as the household laundyy, for water could
be readily heated either on the sauna kiuas or on a
smaller chimneyless fireplace sometimes located in the
dressing room. Such dressing rooms also functioned as
summer kitchens. 2!

And by no means the least important function of the
sauna, both within folk society in Finland and within the
Finnish immigrant community in Minnesota, was that of
a social institution. Gossip and news were often ex-
changed while bathing, especially when neighbors or
guests came over for a sauna. Socializing with guests
continued over rolls or cake and coffee, served in the
farmhouse, which was the traditional way of ending a
bath.22 Tn some localities. a group of farm families consti-
tuted what might be called a sauna neighborhood. In-
stead of every family heating its own sauna on Saturday,
each family would take a turn and invite all the otliers.
Saunas also provided a-measure of prestige for the imni-
grant males who vied for the honor of becoming the Jocal
“steam man.” The “stewmn men” could take more heat
than others in sauna, which was taken as evidence of
superior physique and status. Several tales are told in
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jest about such competitions. For example, one Finn
relates: "I remember once My, Saari and Mr. Maki went
with {ur caps and mittens to sauma to see who could
outdo the other. The mittens were on because otheywise
fingernails would hurt and curl from the heat. The fur
caps protected the head. Mr. Saari finally won when M.
Maki passed out from the heat.” Introducing the inept
non-Finn to the sauna was also a source of stories. For
example: “A certain Mr. Kivi had company from south-
em Miniesota. They were not Finns and had never been
to a sauna before. Mr. Kivi advised them that if it got too
hot. thev should throw cold water on the stove. This they
did. And shortly therveafter, they left the sauna on their
hands and knees to the amusement of their host.™

This list of uses of savusaunas in Minnesota does not
complete the spectrum of functions they had in Finland
at the time of emigration. So far. research in Minnesota
has not revealed, for example, any trace of traditional
group bathing involving members of farm households
and hired help of both sexes and of marriage saunas or
baths. Apparently savusaunas were not used to diy flax
and hemp, make soap, or to slaughter pigs, sheep, and
calves, chores that in Finland were carried out in saunas,
though with considerable regional variation in both oc-
currence and emphasis of individual customs.

The discontinuance of certain sauna traditions in
Minnesota may, however, be more apparent than real.
Only a few men and women remain who can provide
firsthand information regarding a relatively small
number of savusaunas and the kinds of functions they
once had. The matter is complicated by the fact that
modern practices and ideas including literary traditions
and myths held in Finland about the sauna and its uses
were, in time, transplanted and blended with folk tradi-
tions, resulting in a modified image of old savusaunas, 2?
And the lore of the Finnish sauna was (and still is) further
amplified by the second- and third-generation Finns and
by American observers in general. Such lore comprises
some rather remarkable beliefs and fables: that saunas
were really houses in which Finns practiced witcheradt:
that it was customary for the Finns to coal off after a hath
in the sauna by rolling or sitting in snow: that saunas
were holy places not to be defiled by swearing and
whistling while Dhathing; that pioneer settlers at first
lived in suunas; and that bathing in sauna is superior to
other forms of baths.?? Even some of the widely
acclaimed and supposedly unigue henefits resulting from
sauna are apparently little more than the effect of cul-
tuwral conditioning. A recent Finnish study investigating
the psychological impact of satna on hathers concludes
that its “positive cltects upon mood” (reduction of de-
pression, hostility, and anviety, sometimes expressed as
a state of euphoria) ave not limited to saoma; similar el
fects are achieved merely by taking a shower or by more
conventional bathing. 2% A hath in a savusanna was relax-
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ing not least of all because it took place in a relaxed
environment.

Except for providing shelter for a few rodents, birds,
and insects, the old north Finnish savusauna in Carlton
County stands unused today. Its smoke-darkened, soot-
covered interior walls recall its former functions. 1t is a
relic on Minnesata’s multiethnic landscape and a remind-
er of a transplanted institution that functioned within
the broader Finnish folk culture in Minnesota. The north
Finnish sauna built by Hyrynkangas indicates that con-
cepts and expressions of folk culture in Minnesota are
continuations of local traditions in Finland and not ex-
tensions of a hypothetical. culturally homogeneous Fin-
land. It is evident, too, that the indigenous timber re-
sources of northern Minnesota permitted inumigrants to
use traditional wood construction techniques and tools.
The materials and techniques used in sauna construc-
tion, as well as the concept of sauna jtself, have of course,
changed in Minnesota as the result of changes of at-
titudes and technology from within both Finland and the
United States.28

23 Kaups, unpublished field notes, 1964-72: Palsi, in
Kalevalasewran Vuosikirja, 1:186-193; Sirelius, Suomen, 2:226,
Gunnar Suolahti, “Suomalainen Sauna,” in flistoriallinen Ar-
kisto, 32:1-27 (no. 3. 1924); Vilkuna, in Joulu-Sauna. 2:22
Ojajarvi. in Kultur. 1:387: Aulis Qjajarvi. “Morsiussauna,” in
Kalevaluseuran Vuosikivja, 39:293-330 (1959); Talve, Bustu och
Torkhus, 325-338.

24 Kaupx, unpublished field notes, 1964-72: Talve. Bastu
och Torkhus, 124-125, 341-342, Minncapolis Tribune. Feb-
ruary 17, 1963, home and habby section, p. 1: Olin, Sauna.
35-38, 79-95; Bercovici, On New Shores, 101-102. Federal
Whriters” Project. Minnesola, 292: \leridel Le Sueur. Noph
Stur Country. 135 (New York, 1945) Van Cleef. in Geographi-
cal Review, 6:211: Olin, Seuna, 426, 36-58: Aili K. Johusan.
“Lore of the Finnish-American Savna.” in Micheest Folklore,
1:35. 37 (April, 1951). This last article should be read with care
because some customs the author helieves are ancient sauna
traditions wre really modern practices and myths regarding
wses of the sunma. Although the practice of sitting and volling in
snow is Prequently associated with the Finnish sauna in
Awerica, according to Talve, p. 325, only immature vouths
occasionally indulged in it in Finkand as a means of boasting and

Jesting, 1t is probably true that saunas were the first buildings

erected on most Finnish immigvant fums in Minnesota,

2 Jorma Kuusinen and Markku Heinonen, Immediate Aft-
ereffeets of the Finnish Souna Upon Psychomotor Performance
and Mood. 7 (University of Jywviwkvli. Reports from the De-
partment of Psychology., 112 — Javiskvla, 1971).

28O0 the changes in sauna practices and customs in Fin-
land, see Sukari Pilsi. Sauna (Helsinki. 1961).

THE AUTHOR is grateful to Cotton Mather, professor of
geography, University of Minnesota, Minneapolis, for
conlinned seholarly wlvice.

ALL PHOTOCRAPIILS in this wticle were taken by the au-
thor. The sketch of the savusauna exterior was drawn by the
authar’s ather, the Reverend Richard Kaups. The author
sketched the interior.
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