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The Making of Gammalsvenskby 1881–1914  
– identity, myth and imagination 

PIOTR WAWRZENIUK 

The title of this chapter points at a long process during which the image of 
Gammalsvenskby was “created,” so to say, in the interaction between the 
villagers, their neighbors, the authorities, and the Finnish and Swedish 
visitors and press. By the advent of the First World War, the image of the 
village in the accounts of visitors and press was an amalgamation of various 
cultural elements and processes. The cultural legacy with roots in the pre-
migration times was very much present, somewhat altered by developments 
since the migrants from Dagö settled there in 1782 and the specific 
geographical, cultural, and judicial milieu of the colonists in the South of 
the Russian Empire. In addition, the image of the village was strongly 
influenced by contact between the villagers and Swedish speaking visitors 
from Finland and Sweden. These encounters became frequent only from the 
1880s, after word about the village was spread in Swedophone newspapers 
in Sweden, Finland and the US. The village faced the diverse visions of what 
it meant to be a Swede according to the ideas of ethnic nationalism 
imported from Finland and Sweden. 

In this chapter the village is seen as a cultural construct, created and kept 
alive within a network of social relations. Gammalsvenskby existed in the 
sphere of imagination, rather than as merely a geographic locality within 
the administrative limits of the Swedish colonist district.1 The above-
mentioned point allows for following the process of imagining and 
describing of Gammalsvenskby and its surroundings. Cultural delimitations 
are a product of social relations, a creation of groups and individuals.2 This 

 
1 Lars-Olov Sjöström, Modernitet i det traditionella – Kulturbyggen och gränser inom ett 
nordsvenskt område (Umeå: H:ström Text & Kultur, 2007), 30. 
2 Sjöström, Modernitet, 31. 
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perspective proves particularly fruitful when studying the construction of 
the village in the accounts of visitors and newspapers. 

This chapter will mainly deal with how the image of the village was shaped 
and kept alive from the time when durable contacts were established between 
Gammalsvenskby and various circles in Finland and Sweden in 1881 up to 
the outbreak of the First World War in 1914. However, first it is necessary to 
see what elements were decisive for the identity formation of the villagers 
before regular contacts with Sweden and Finland started. Then the author will 
then proceed with a presentation of the ideas that influenced the visitors and 
contributed to shaping the image of the village among in the public in Finland 
and Sweden. Two individuals whose views on Gammalsvenskby can be seen 
as somewhat symbolic – Herman Vendell and Emma Skarstedt – have been 
chosen for this purpose. Their accounts were basically in binary opposition to 
each other when the village was discussed; Vendell was an idealist while 
Skarstedt was a weary realist. Finally, the text will follow the creation of the 
myth of the village as a fortress of patriotic Swedishness, and its population as 
the lost Swedish tribe.  

This basically romantic and nationalistic view of the villagers as timeless 
vessels of Swedish and Germanic virtues prevailed until the late 1920s, and 
exercised great influence when – in combination with the deterioration of 
the living conditions of the villagers under Soviet rule – a belief grew in 
Sweden that the villagers should be brought back into the bosom of the 
Swedish nation. Once in Sweden many of the former villagers were not 
content with what Sweden was prepared to offer. Horrified Swedish officials 
discovered that the former Gammalsvenskby dwellers lacked many qualities 
expected from a modern Swede and that – perhaps – the racial purity of the 
resettled group might be in doubt.3 

When differences matter 

When studying the formation of identity and acculturation (understood as 
cautious and selective adaptation to, but not assimilation into, the dominant 
society) of the villagers, it is important to keep in mind that ethnicity becomes 
relevant in a social situation where cultural differences assume significance; 
there must exist at least one group that is regarded as different from the 

 
3 Anna Wedin, “Gammalsvenskbybornas emigration till Sverige 1929. En studie i svenskhet 
och etniskt ursprung,” Unpublished Bachelor Thesis in history supervised by Andrej 
Kotljarchuk (Södertörn University, 2007). 



 
 

THE MAKING OF GAMMALSVENSKBY – WAWRZENIUK 

 

91 

others.4 An ethnic group will retain its separateness only as long as its 
members hold on to specific traditions, customs or other characteristics that 
can be seen as symbols of their separateness, such as language, a kinship 
system, an old religion, or a certain way of life. Usually, in the circumstances 
viewed as dangerous by a group, dramatic experiences activate one or several 
of such symbols. Anthropologist Thomas Hylland Eriksen identifies 
migration, demographic changes, and integration or incorporation into a 
wider political system as such experiences.5 The villagers and their migrating 
ancestors went through virtually all of this. Their move from Dagö and 
resettlement in Ukraine and the extreme mortality levels during the 
migration and the initial years on the steppe can be mentioned as examples. 
They brought with them a strong sense of separateness from Dagö, then 
developed and nurtured in the new conditions of the colonist life. 

The strong group coherence and the principle of exclusiveness that for a 
long time guided the villagers in their relations with outsiders, is 
reminiscent of the behavior covered by the sociological term sect. Such a 
group views itself as the sole bearer of truth. The members are in a small 
minority in society, but are expected to live according to a strict set of 
teachings. There is often a measure of suspicion between the sect and the 
surrounding society. While the sect views itself as unique and the outside 
society as potentially dangerous and in a state of moral and religious decay, 
others frequently regard the sect as dissenting and problematic.6 In the 
following paragraphs several examples will be given of the exclusivist 
approach the villagers took, but also of the negative view their closest 
neighbors, the German settlers, had of them. 

The persistence of the past  
– Gammalsvenskby and its early modern features 

The inhabitants of Gammalsvenskby managed to preserve their Swedish 
identity because the village was a peasant society which, until the mid-
nineteenth century, retained many features that were typical of the early 
modern era. This does not mean the village was an entirely static society. 
However, there was a deep attachment to old customs and the ways of the 
ancestors. In order to identify these features, reports by people who visited 

 
4 Thomas Hylland Eriksen, Etnicitet och nationalism (Nora: Nya Doxa, 1998), 29, 45, 47. 
5 Eriksen, Etnicitet, 89–90; citation, 89. 
6 Inger Furuseth, Pål Repstad, Religionssociologi – en introduktion (Malmö: Liber, 2008), 
184-185. 
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the village have been used.7 The group coherence and solidarity between the 
villagers were kept alive by their common ancestry, their language and 
religion, and their collective memory of their special status as free peasants 
on Dagö. 

Religion was an important component of a pre-modern peasant’s identity. 
A large number of books among those available to the villagers of Gammal-
svenskby, religious books printed in Stockholm and Reval are mentioned 
along with schoolbooks from Åbo. The schoolteacher used these books in 
accordance with the “Old Swedish Church Law” (apparently the Church 
Ordinance of 1686, as no other Church Ordinance was promulgated before 
Dagö passed from Swedish to Russian control in 1710).8 The use of the old 
versions of the Hymn Book and the Bible by the villagers constantly turned 
their attention not only towards God and prayer, but also towards their past 
as Swedish subjects. In this way links to the past were maintained, and 
contributed considerably to preservation of the Swedish identity. 

From early on there were also other features that preserved the common 
group identity of the Swedes. The village in which they lived was eventually 
named Staroshvedskaia, literally “Old-Swedish Village.” Together with the 
German villages of Mühlhausendorf, Schlangendorf and Klosterdorf it later 
constituted the “Old-Swedish” district. The authorities also pursued a 
deliberate policy of differentiating between the various ethnic groups 
among the settlers. In a list of people who inhabited the village in August 
1808, the Swedes who migrated from Dagö in 1781 are separated from 
people from Poland and Danzig, who arrived later. Even the Swedish 
prisoners of war who settled in the village in 1790 were registered in 
separate tables when the population and its property were counted.9 When 
the villagers were given last names in 1860s, many referred to the names of 
farms, other place names, and patronyms from Dagö. This shows that 
memories from the island were still alive, and the old distinctions still 
mattered in 1860s. 
 
7 Reports written by August Nymann (1836), Wilhelm Lagus (1852), A. Afanasiev-
Chuzhbynskyi (1863), Herman Vendell (1881-1882), Anton Karlgren (1906), Herman 
Neander (1912) are used. All of the reporters but Nymann, who sent a servant, visited the 
village in person. The accounts of the stays in the village were published in newspapers, 
journals and books. Apart from the reports, a letter written by three villagers to Haapsalu 
school inspector Carl Russwurm in 1849 (published 1850) is used. As to archival sources, 
materials deposited at DADO, DAKhO are used along with material from RGIA. 
8 Piotr Wawrzeniuk, “Tradition and the Past: The Swedes of Alt-Schwedendorf 1782–
1852,” in Voprosy germanskoi istorii, ed. Svetlana Bobyleva (Dnipropetrovsk: Porogi, 2007), 
12–19. 
9DADO, f.134, op.1, spr. 193. 
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In the preceding pages, about the early modern features of the villagers, one 
finds several characteristics reminiscent of the term sect: a tendency to keep 
a distance to outsiders who were not prepared to adapt to the culture of the 
villagers; pressure on the members of the community not to leave the village 
for any considerable period of time (and thus no longer under the influence 
of the village collective). We also find that there were spiritual leaders who 
ensured the old customs lived on in an almost unadulterated version. At the 
same time, there were many elderly people who maintained the continuity 
between the old and the new, and whose words were respected. Add to that 
a sense of common ancestry (history, language, religion), strengthened by 
the trauma of migration, and the long-term survival of group solidarity and 
the coherence of the group becomes understandable. 

Polish anthropologist Ludwik Stomma has argued that the peasantry 
under Romanov and Habsburg rule in the nineteenth century was a 
spatially, socially and mentally isolated group. The mental isolation made 
the peasant society resistant to adaptation to impulses from the outside 
world. In addition to that, few peasants travelled beyond their native region 
or mixed with other social groups, thus adding spatial and social isolation to 
the mental one. It was a culture that frequently looked to the past for 
guidance and referred to primeval state in a remote past. A natural order of 
things in ancient times, an essence of things, are standard components of 
what the past may have to offer in form of guidance.10 

Four reports about the village between 1836 and 1912 (Nymann, Lagus, 
Vendell, and Neander) claim that the villagers seldom married outsiders. 
Marriages to Germans or other outsiders were very uncommon.11 Herman 
Neander who visited the village in the early twentieth century claimed that 
many among the villagers were genetically closely related, as there were 140 
families, but only 22 family names.12 Herman Vendell explained the beauty 
of the village women with the fact that marriages with outsiders were “not 
practiced” (emphasis added); this allowed the villagers to retain their 

 
10 Ludwik Stomma, Antropologia kultury wsi polskiej XIX w. (Warszawa: Instytut 
Wydaw. Pax, 1986), 65–77, 143, 146. 
11 Wilhelm Lagus, “Utflygt till Dniepern i April 1852,” Finlands Allmänna Tidning, 
no.132 (1852), 549. 
12 Herman Neander, Gammal-Svenskby (Stockholm: Hugo Gebers förlag, 1912), 17. In 
fact, by the time Neander wrote his book, the situation was already changing. The Parish 
Register suggests that 9 of 23 marriages (almost 40 per cent) in Alt-Schwedendorf in the 
years 1899 and 1903–1905 were mixed marriages. One can hardly treat this number as 
insignificant; DAKhO, f. 232, op.1, spr.1, arkk. 34, 90, 133, 182. 



 
 

THE LOST SWEDISH TRIBE 
 

94 

Swedish physiognomy.13 Karlgren wrote about their reluctance “to bring 
alien elements into the village;” if such marriages were at all contracted, 
they involved a Swede and a German, but never a person of Slavic origin.14 

In a letter written in 1849 to school inspector Carl Russwurm, Haapsalu, 
three representatives of the villagers claimed there were 52 families of “pure 
Swedes” (rena swänskar) before providing the exact numbers of men, 
women and children in these families.15 They did not write “villagers” or 
“locals,” which would have been more inclusive, they wrote “pure Swedes”. 
Wilhelm Lagus reported that few Swedes ever left the village for seasonal 
work, as this was unpopular with the village collective. At the same time, he 
noted that the relations between villagers were “thoroughly patriarchal,” as 
“everything they [the villagers] know has its root in their [the elders’] 
experience.”16 

Lagus’ observations were later confirmed by ethnographer Alexander 
Afanasiev-Chuzhbynskyi, who after several visits to the village in the early 
1860s described the relations between the Swedes as “kindly patriarchal.”17 
In the early twentieth century, a Swedish visitor to the village, Anton 
Karlgren, also characterized relations between the villagers as “thoroughly 
patriarchal,” adding that the young had great respect for the elders.18 
According to another Swedish visitor, contemporary with Karlgren, the 
villagers “treated each other almost as members of the same family.”19 

The letter from 1849 quoted above from the villagers also suggests that 
customs from Dagö remained largely intact, with the exception of the 
language used at weddings and baptisms, a change that is readily explained 
by the fact that these spiritual services were provided by German pastors.  
Some individuals played a leading role in the preservation of traditions and 
customs. Mats Magnusson Kotz (1756–1839), bell-ringer and parish 
schoolteacher, was an important mediator between the present and the past. 

 
13 SLS FS, SLS 182c, “Berättelse öfver den resa, hvilken sommaren 1881 företogs till 
Gammal-Svenskby ock Nargö af Herman Vendell, Docent” (Docent Herman Vendell’s 
Account of His Journey to Gammalsvenskby and Nargö in the Summer of 1881), 94. 
14 Anton Karlgren, Gammalsvenskby: land och folk, serie: svenska landsmål och svenskt 
folkliv (Uppsala, 1929), 43 
15 Carl Russwurm, “Om svensk koloni wid Dniepern,” Helsingfors Tidningar, no. 31(1850), 
404. 
16 Lagus, “Utflygt till Dniepern,” 549. 
17 Anatolii Afanasiev-Chuzhbynskyi, Podorozh u Pivdennu Rosiiu (Dnipropetrovsk: Sich, 
2005), 253–254. 
18 Jörgen Hedman, Lars Åhlander, Historien om Gammalsvenskby och svenskarna i 
Ukraina (Kristianstad: Dialogos, 2003), 121. 
19 Neander, Gammal-Svenskby, 17. 
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He was mentioned in the first report about the village in 1836 as the 
villagers’ tutor in religion, and was mentioned again in the letter in 1849.20 
In fact, his function seems to have been similar to that of the anthro-
pological notion of a guru. A guru adds “personal charisma to book-
learning, in a combination of oral and literate modes of communication.” In 
societies where literacy is limited, the art of narration flourishes.21 Kotz 
seems to have been the main interpreter and mediator of knowledge linked 
to Dagö and the Lutheran religion in its seventeenth century version. Kotz 
performed this function of a “guru,” a charismatic authority based on 
custom and personal authority, for over three decades.22 After Mats 
Magnusson Kotz’s death in 1839, his son Kristian Matsson Kotz took over 
this function, and was in his turn succeeded by his son Henrik Kristiansson 
Kotz in 1856.23 

Kristian Matsson Kotz was one of three men who could read and 
understand Carl Russwurm’s letter written in Swedish to the village and 
answer it in 1849. Apparently, literacy otherwise hardly extended beyond 
singing from the Hymn Book and reading the required parts of the Bible. In 
fact, only the three men who wrote the letter to Carl Russwurm in 1849 
seem to have been fully literate (i.e., able both to read and to write) in 
Swedish; actually, in their letter they say they have joined forces in order to 
be able to write the text.24 

The songs, riddles and proverbs of old Dagö times were preserved at 
least up to the First World War. They were reported to be disappearing 
from daily use, but had been recorded for future generations.25 It seems 
likely that the oldest inhabitants of the village, who lived three or four 
decades into the nineteenth century, played a significant role in the 
transmission of customs to the younger generations. There were several 
elderly people in 1830s and 1840s who were adults or in their late teens at 
the time of the migration from Dagö: Mats Nilsson Buskas (1761–1836), 

 
20 Wawrzeniuk, “Tradition and the Past,” 14–15. 
21 Jack Goody, “Introduction,” in Literacy in Traditional Societies, ed. Jack Goody 
(Cambridge: Cambrigde University Press, 1968), 13. 
22 According to Max Weber, traditional authority is based on custom and presupposes 
limited reflection over alternative development; see Furuseth, Repstad, Religionssociologi, 
195. 
23 Hedman, Åhlander, Historien om Gammalsvenskbyn,  
24 Carl Russwurm, “Om svensk koloni wid Dniepern,” Helsingfors Tidningar, no. 31 
(1850), 405. 
25 Neander, Gammal-Svenskby, 14; Sigfrid Hoas, Banditer i byn. Min barndoms äventyr i 
Gammal-Svenskby (Stockholm: Ev. fosterlandsstiftelsen, 1959), 12–20, Karlgren, 
Gammalsvenskby, 62. 
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Mickel Greisson Albers (1765–1844) and two women, Maria Matsdotter 
Mutas (born 1761) and Margareta Larsdotter Larsas (born 1767) both of 
whom lived well into 1830s. In fact, fifty out of 220 villagers in the 1830s 
were born in the eighteenth century. While the Swedish contemporary 
writers Jörgen Hedman and Lars Åhlander view it as a sign of the Dagö 
culture fading away, the number rather suggests that there was a large group 
of people in the village who had either personal experience or memories 
from the island, or had been told about life there by their parents.26 

At the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth century, 
people who were passing away were grandchildren of the colonists of 1782, 
and had probably encountered several elders from Dagö and the first 
generation of villagers born in Gammalsvenskby. Fourteen of those who 
died between 1905 and 1913 were born between 1816 and 1839. Two of 
them were born in the 1810s, two in 1820s and ten in the 1830s.27 During 
the most labor intensive farming season, the adults were permanently on 
fields far away, leaving the running of the households “to the elderly and the 
children,” Lagus reported.28 This opened for socialization where material 
and oral culture could be transmitted to the younger generations. 

The Swedish-Estonian historian Alexander Loit has studied the wide-
spread favorable sentiments towards the Swedish Crown among the 
peasantry of Estonia and Livonia under Russian rule that was reported by 
ethnographers in the first half of the nineteenth century. The economic 
pressure from the landlords increased after the Russian take-over and in the 
collective memory of peasants the Swedish period is referred to as “the good 
old Swedish times.” This somewhat idyllic view of the past mirrored the fact 
that serfdom was abolished during the rule of Charles XI, and a model of 
behavior developed where the peasants turned to their king for protection 
against their mainly Baltic German lords. The peasantry in Swedish Livonia 
was given the same rights and obligations as other peasants in the Swedish 
domains.29 Needless to say, this interpretation of the past was even stronger 
among the Swedish peasants of Estonia and Livonia. They remembered being 
free men enjoying their rights and privileges (frequently codified in and 

 
26 Hedman, Åhlander, Historien om Gammalsvenskyby, 65. 
27 DAKhO, f. 323, op. 1, spr. 1, arkk.135-288; f. 323, op. 1, spr. 2, arkk. 36–299; f. 323, 
op.1, spr. 3, ark. 34.  
28 Lagus, “Utflygt till Dniepern,” 545. 
29 Alexander Loit, „Die ‚alte gute Schwedenzeit‘ und ihre historische Bedeutung für das 
Baltikum,” in (eds.) Carsten Goehrke; Jürgen von Ungern-Sternberg, Die baltischen Staaten 
im Schnittpunkt der Entwicklungen: Vergangenheit und Gegenwart (Basel: Schwabe, 2002), 
76–88. 
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confirmed by letters from Swedish monarchs) that long preceded the brief 
emancipation of the peasants of Swedish Livonia. After the Russian take-over, 
the Swedish peasants referred to their rights as free men when faced with 
attempts by feudal lords to enserf them. At the end of the eighteenth and in 
the first half of the nineteenth century, runaways from islands and villages 
inhabited by Swedes sought refuge in Sweden from Russian military service 
and the exploitation at the hands of Baltic German lords.30 

Thus, the villagers of Gammalsvenskby preserved their old customs and 
language thanks to the continuity in the spiritual leadership in the village, 
and the chariness of rapid change characteristic of peasant societies. 
Custom, religion and the historical memory continued to matter in the new 
surroundings. In fact, their importance even increased due to the vicis-
situdes of colonist life. The almost permanent crises in the village stimu-
lated the preservation of the Swedish identity of the villagers and their 
group solidarity. The work of the three subsequent bell ringers and parish 
schoolteachers was carried out father, son, and a grandson, from 1782 and 
into 1860s. The overlapping of generations of people who remembered 
Dagö and the hardships of the first colonist decades, and people who were 
passing away in the beginning of the twentieth century, must also have 
stimulated the passing of the group’s customs and beliefs to younger 
generations. The Swedish identity of the former islanders was also pre-
served by their attachment to a particular form of Lutheranism, the archaic 
Swedish language of the sacred texts they carried with them to southern 
Russia and collective memory that encompassed the rights and privileges as 
free yeomen under the rule of the Teutonic Order and Sweden. 

Modernity and the village: nationalism and the social question 

Gammalsvenskby was a comparatively isolated village. Outside it however, 
were currents that eventually influenced developments in the village. 
Generally, these processes can be viewed as challenges posed by modernity 
and the ways in which different groups handled them. In the case of the 
visitors to Gammalsvenskby, and the Swedish and Finnish media’s descrip-
tions of the village, growing cultural differentiation can be singled out as the 
most important of these challenges. A general tendency during the 
nineteenth century was a gradual diminishing of values that were shared by 
large groups in society, and the emergence of a multitude of different values 

 
30 Viktor Aman, En bok om Estlands svenskar IV. Kulturhistorisk översikt (Stockholm: 
Utg.,1992), 14–25. 
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and new ways of communicating them in politics, science and economy. 
The consolidation of the nation state and the rise of the so-called social 
movement, with its plethora of civic organizations, were two features of this 
process that were important for Gammalsvenskby.31 The organizations 
linked to the social movement were often created as a reaction to rapid and 
deep societal changes. Their ambition was to change society, and people’s 
ways of thinking and living, by organizing people for common action.32 The 
growing organizational diversity was also mirrored by women’s organi-
zations, although there was a separate public sphere for women in the 
second half of the nineteenth century. In the beginning of the twentieth 
century, the restrictions on women’s participation in public affairs 
decreased steadily.33 It would be impossible to understand the creation of 
the image of Gammalsvenskby without taking into account the societal 
currents and political and cultural development in Finland and Sweden. 
Therefore, an outline of the relevant processes is presented below. 

During most of the nineteenth century, Swedish nationalism was liberal. 
However, by the end of the century, the ruling dynasty had developed an 
official, conservative nationalism. At the end of the nineteenth and begin-
ning of the twentieth century, there were numerous patriotic ceremonies, 
many museums were built and numerous monuments erected to com-
memorate the nation’s great men, heroic achievements and culture.34 In 
historiography, the national-romantic narrative focused on the people, and 
the era when Sweden was a great power. The narrative also stressed what its 
adherents viewed as a long tradition of freedom, with a free yeomanry, and 
the alliance between the King and the people as the bedrock of the realm.  

The position of the Swedish peasantry, which was unique in the early 
modern period, was interpreted in terms of a millennium long era of liberty 
with roots in the times of the Germanic tribes.35 

 
31 Francis Sejersted, Socialdemokratins tidsålder. Sverige och Norge under 1900-talet 
(Stockholm: Nya Doxa, 2005), 8–11. 
32 Martin Stolare, Kultur och natur. Moderniseringskritiska rörelser i Sverige 1900–1920 
(Göteborg: Historiska institutionen, Univ., 2003), 13. 
33 Inger Hammar, Emancipation och religion: den svenska kvinnorörelsens pionjärer i 
debatt om kvinnans kallelse ca 1860–1900 (Stockholm: Carlsson, 1999), 11; Lovisa af 
Petersens, Formering för offentlighet. Kvinnokonferenser och Svenska Kvinnornas 
Nationalförbund kring sekelskiftet 1900 (Stockholm: Acta Universitatis Stockholmiensis, 
2006), 28–29. 
34 Billy Ehn, Jonas Frykman, Orvar Löfgren, Försvenskningen av Sverige: det nationellas 
förvandlingar (Stockholm: Natur och kultur, 1993), 24–25, 43–47. 
35 Patrik Hall, Den svenskaste historien: nationalism i Sverige under sex sekler (Stockholm: 
Carlsson, 2000), 197; Sejersted, Socialdemokratins tidsålder, 15; Torbjörn Nilsson, 
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In Finland, Finnish nationalism was locked in fierce competition with the 
nationalism and aspirations of the Swedophone population (about 300,000 
people in the 1880s) until the end of the nineteenth century. Several 
intellectuals among the Swedish-speaking Finns (the term “Finno-Swedish” 
– finlandssvensk – was not widely in use before the First World War) 
opposed the Finnish nationalism that promoted the Finnish language and 
Finnish culture as national, rather than the Swedish language that 
dominated in the administration at least up to 1866, when Finnish was 
introduced as a second official language. In the 1860s, the Fennomaner, as 
the Finnish activists were called in Swedish, were a relatively small group of 
Swedophone intellectuals who regarded the Swedish political and cultural 
domination of Finland as unjust. This energetic movement engaged in 
politics, achieving a majority among the peasant and priest estates in the 
Finnish Diet, 1877–1878, thereby alarming intellectuals who sympathized 
with the old order of things. The Swedish activists viewed the advance of the 
Fennomaner in the political and educational sphere as a threat to the very 
existence of the Swedish-Germanic culture (as opposed to the Finnish and 
Finno-Ugric one).  

The conflict between Fennomaner and Svekomaner (as the adherents of 
strong position of Swedish culture and language were called) accelerated 
during the 1870s and 1880s. While the Fennomaner viewed Swedish culture 
as an obsolete remnant of an unjust order, several among the Svekomaner 
(sing.: Svekoman) thought that the Germanic (Swedish) race was superior to 
Asiatic peoples (according to the Fennomaner, the roots of the Finnish 
people were to be found in Ural Mountains and Siberia). Consequently, 
among the pioneers of the Svekoman movement in Helsinki, ancient Nordic 
culture (viewed as genuinely Germanic) was in high esteem. However, the 
conflict between the two groups was set aside as the Russification campaign 
launched from St Petersburg intensified towards the end the century.36 
The abovementioned process was formative for Herman Vendell, a Swe-
dophone Finnish linguist who visited Gammalsvenskby in 1881, and 
subsequently published influential accounts about the village. In a letter 

                                                                                                            
Mellan arv och utopi: moderata vägval under 100 år, 1904-2004 (Stockholm: Santérus, 
2004), 79–80. 
36 Ilkka Liikanen, Fennomania ja kansa: joukkojärjestäytymisen läpimurto ja Suomalaisen 
puolueen synty (Helsinki: Suomen historiallinen seura, 1995), 349–351, 357–358; Eino 
Jutikkala, Kauko Pirinen, Finlands historia (Stockholm: Natur och kultur, 1982 [1973]), 
122, 129; Bo Lönnqvist, “Drakskepp och runslingor,” in Gränsfolkets barn: finlandssvensk 
marginalitet och självhävdelse i kulturanalytiskt perspektiv, (eds) Anna-Maria Åström, Bo 
Lönnqvist, Yrsa Lindqvist, (Helsingsfors: Svenska litteratursällsk. i Finland, 2001), 236. 
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Vendell wrote as a young man in 1876 to a Swedish relative he stressed that 
the culture of the Swedophones in Finland rested upon “folk songs and 
traditions, dialects and customs.”37 During his student years, Vendell col-
lected language samples and other data about Swedophone inhabitants of 
Finland. In 1874, Vendell, and the leading Svekoman figure Axel Olof 
Freudenthal (later the first professor of Nordic languages at the Alexander 
University in Helsinki) and several others founded Svenska landsmåls-
föreningen (The Swedish Dialects Society).38 Its main goal was the pre-
servation of the Swedish language and culture, which “like everything 
Swedish” seemed to be doomed to drown “in the flood of advancing Finnish 
national and language ambitions,” as Vendell put it when looking back in 
1880s. The collection of dialects and other data was supposed to end what 
was perceived as the Fennoman denigration of Swedish culture in Finland.39 
Svenska landsmålsföreningen provided the funding for Vendell’s journey to 
Gammalsvenskby and the Swedophone enclave of Nargö in Estonia in 1881. 
In 1885, the newly founded Svenska litteratursällskapet i Finland, Folk-
kultursarkivet och språkarkivet (The Swedish Literature Society in Finland, 
Archives of folklore and language) in Finland laid down detailed rules on 
the methods to be used and how to keep a diary while collecting dialect 
samples and artefacts of ethnological interest.40 Vendell made considerable 
contributions to the collection of Swedish dialects in the Russian provinces 
of Estonia and Livonia, later also in Finland. His magnum opus, Ordbok 
öfver de östsvenska dialekterna (Dictonary of East-Swedish Dialects), was 
published shortly before his death in 1907. 

The so-called social question in Sweden had strong moralistic con-
notations. The lower classes were frequently described as hopelessly poor, 
dirty, unhealthy, immoral, and leaning towards drunkenness. The tone in 
the bourgeois press was patronizing. As poverty was mainly considered to 
be due to the individual, education and moral elevation were seen as the 
remedy. A large number of voluntary organizations, whose tasks ranged 
from philanthropy and education to advocating temperance, were founded 

 
37 SLS HLA, SLSA 325, Herman Vendell to Henning Vendell, Ekenäs (Finland), 20 June 
1876.  
38 Ulrika Wolf-Knuts, “Folkdikten och dess upptecknare,” in Finlands svenska litteratur-
historia (Helsingfors & Stockholm: Svenska litteratursällsk. i Finland, 1999), 401. 
39 Herman Vendell, “Svenska landsmålsföreningen i Helsingfors 1874–1881,” De Svenska 
Landsmålsföreningarna i Uppsala, Helsingfors och Lund 1872–1881, one of booklets of 
Nyare Bidrag Om De Svenska Landsmålen ock Svenskt Folklif, vol. 2 (1880–1887), 64. 
40 Piotr Wawrzeniuk, “En resande i svenskhet. Herman Vendell i Gammalsvenskby 
1881,” Personhistorisk tidskrift (2009): 2, 151, 155.  
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during the nineteenth century. They often cooperated with the Church, or 
with governmental authorities in the town and rural districts. As the 
industrialization and urbanization process gained momentum up towards 
the end of the nineteenth century, the main thrust of attention of the 
activists was directed towards the workers in towns, rather than, as earlier, 
the poor in the rural areas. The social question was in no way unique to 
Sweden but was the subject of a heated debate in many other countries, too. 
Those in Sweden who wished to help the poor often sought to benefit from 
the experiences of countries that had industrialized earlier, notably 
Germany and Great Britain.41 For Gammalsvenskby, the activities of Emma 
Skarstedt, who was sent to the village by Kvinnliga Missions Arbetare 
(Female Missionary Workers), proved very important. She finally married 
into the village, becoming the wife of the village teacher Christoffer Hoas, 
the future pastor. 

The modernizers from outside 

The visit of Herman Vendell in the summer of 1881 started a wave of interest 
in the village. This section shows how his convictions influenced the choice of 
what to study, see and describe in Gammalsvenskby. Vendell’s visit took place 
at a time when mass nationalism was on the rise in Finland and Sweden and a 
broad public sphere came into being. One of the most notable features of the 
latter was emergence of the press. Vendell’s accounts of the village would 
hardly have gained such attention, if they had only reached the narrow circle 
of Svekoman activists in Helsinki. He published stories about Gammal-
svenskby already whilst he was in the village. His essays continued to appear 
in the press for over a year. It was not only the journals where Vendell 
published his articles that spread the news about Gammalsvenskby, other 
journals also picked up his stories in a snowball effect and word of his 
findings reached further afield. Some of them remained interested in the 
village for a considerable period of time. Vendell’s writings had almost an 
immediate impact on the readership of national-minded Swedes and 
Swedophone inhabitants of Finland, and facilitated fund raising for the village 
in Finland, Sweden, and among Swedes in the USA. In newspapers and 
journals, the story of the villagers’ attachment to Swedish culture was 
repeated along with warnings of their impending assimilation, if 
Gammalsvenskby was not given sufficient assistance. 

 
41 Roddy Nilsson, “Den sociala frågan,” in Signums svenska kulturhistoria. Det moderna 
genombrottet, ed. Jakob Christensson (Stockholm: Signum, 2008), 141–143, 158. 
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Herman Vendell visited Gammalsvenskby in the summer of 1881; he 
viewed his journey as a completion of his earlier expeditions between 1877 
and 1879, when he collected samples of dialects in Swedophone enclaves in 
the Russian provinces of Estonia and Livonia.42 After arriving in the village, 
Vendell swiftly proceeded to describing the interethnic relations. The 
relationship between the villagers and Germans from the neighboring 
villages had been deteriorating. The Germans have “forced upon” the 
Swedes a “hated” German teacher. They also wanted the Swedes to partici-
pate in, and co-finance, the construction of a new church that would be 
situated between two German Protestant villages. According to Vendell, the 
resistance against the latter was fierce. The villagers of Gammalsvenskby 
begged Vendell to help to bring a Swedish priest to them and a teacher who 
would master the Swedish language.43 

Although Vendell’s role, which he had created for himself, was to collect 
samples of the Gammalsvenskby/Dagö dialect, he considered it only natural 
to also study and describe the physiognomy of the villagers; it unequivocally 
proved their Swedish, and Germanic roots. “The Swedish type immediately 
steps before one’s eyes – naturally, as there are no mixed marriages. There 
are several beauties among the women,” Vendell wrote. The villagers were 
also quick when it came to making decisions and passing judgments, 
enthusiastic socializers, and they were industrious. Although they were 
“happy with their lot in life,” they still thought of “Svenskland” (approxi-
mately “Swedeland”), as they called Sweden. To Vendell, the villagers of 
Gammalsvenskby appeared to be of the same “flesh and blood” as Swedo-
phones in Finland; he added that he had never seen “more upright or 
friendlier characters.”44 

Vendell’s accounts of his journey appeared in Folkwännen (literally: 
“Friend of the People”), a Helsinki weekly in 1881, and a cultural-scientific 
monthly Finsk tidskrift in 1882. The articles shaped the image of the village 
among the Finnish, later also Swedish, readership for a long time to come. 
After describing the lack of a Swedish priest and teacher (the children were 
taught in German) in the village (the former task being carried out by the 
bell-ringer of the village, “a simple peasant”), Vendell struck a somber tone. 
“Our kinsmen,” he wrote, “are in danger of national obliteration at the 

 
42 SLS FS, SLS 182c, “Berättelse öfver den resa, hvilken sommaren 1881 företogs till 
Gammal-Svenskby ock Nargö af Herman Vendell, Docent” (Docent Herman Vendell’s 
account of his journey to Gammalsvenskby and Nargö in the Summer of 1881), p. 1/68. 
43SLS 182c, p. 21/88-22/89, citations p. 21/88. 
44 SLS 182c, p. 27/94–28/95. 
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hands of Germans and Russians.” The situation was urgent, and called for a 
Swedophone man who could perform church services, and teach the 
children in Swedish. One-hundred and twenty desiatinas of land, three 
hundred roubles annually, and free accommodation were promised by the 
villagers to such person. In fact, Vendell continued, Gammalsvenskby 
should enjoy the same degree of support as the Swedes of Estonia and 
Livonia had received recently thanks to the Finnish Church’s consistories 
and the Swedish Evangelical Foundation (Svenska Evangeliska Fosterlands 
Stiftelsen).45 

In 1899, the association Kvinnliga Missions Arbetare decided it would 
send Emma Skarstedt to Gammalsvenskby. With several years’ teaching 
experience, and a good knowledge of German (the villagers were reported 
to speak Swedish, German and Russian), she was regarded as the most 
suitable candidate to become a teacher of handicrafts, and function as a 
“Bible woman.”46 Needless to say, the association’s most fundamental aim 
was that she would fulfill the latter function. 

From her first days in the village, Skarstedt reported about poverty, the 
poor health conditions, and various aspects of village life that she con-
sidered archaic or even superstitious. She found the economic situation of 
many villagers hard. Several had to borrow money to be able to pay their 
taxes. Cash was borrowed at high interest rates that could bring ruin upon 
many households.47 In the summer of 1900, Skarstedt wrote that the three 
main problems of the village were drunkenness, religion, and the ongoing 
strife about the distribution of the economic aid that the village had 
received. It was difficult to promote temperance in a milieu where many 
believed that abstaining from drink “was synonymous with belonging to 
some sects.” In the sphere of religion, she noted, most believed that the 
mere fact of being a Lutheran would secure one’s salvation. In addition, the 
villagers would not use the correct Swedish adjective for Lutheran 
(“luthersk”), but insisted on saying “luthérisk,” a word that sounded 
ridiculous to a modern Swede like Skarstedt. Moreover, the villagers could 
not tell the difference between religions.48 What emerges from her reports is 
a group of people who had been spared the campaign of the Swedish 
 
45 Herman Vendell, “Från svenskar i Ryssland,” Folkwännen, no. 27 (1881). 
46Hemåt 1899: 6–7 (juni-juli), p. 76; Hemåt 1899: 11 (November), p. 11. Hemåt was a 
journal, the tribune of Kvinnliga Missions Arbetare (Female Mission Workers) and 
Swedish branch of KFUK (Kristliga föreningen av unga kvinnor, Christian Young Women’s 
Association). Journal of the Female Missionary Workers, Sweden. 
47Hemåt, (1900): 2, februari. 
48Hemåt, (1900): 8–9 (September), p. 92. 



 
 

THE LOST SWEDISH TRIBE 
 

104 

Church against the remnants of Roman Catholic beliefs among the 
population in the seventeenth and first half of the eighteenth century. The 
belief (or practices that suggested such a belief existed) that our salvation 
depended on our deeds in our life on earth was particularly common.49A 
non-Lutheran missionary who also visited Gammalsvenskby, Wilhelm 
Sarwe, saw Skarstedt struggling with various beliefs among the villagers, but 
also with their distrust. Several believed she intended to re-baptize them, 
only because she would teach people the song Få vi mötas där vid floden 
(“Let us meet down at the River…”).50 To make things worse, the authorities 
found Skarstedt’s work dubious, and threatened to deport her. Skarstedt’s 
lack of success in the sphere of temperance and religiosity brought her to 
the brink of exhaustion. She left for Sweden to rest and to attend nursery 
school before taking on the great challenges she realized lay ahead.51 

No missionary work and no religious enlightenment were possible 
without an introduction of a minimum of modern health care in the village. 
In 1903, Skarstedt reported that the villagers could only “be reached by the 
Gospel” by indirect means. Organizing basic health care could help. Once 
the physical health of the villagers improved, measures could be taken to 
engage them in the conscious and active form of religiosity represented by 
Skarstedt. Although such measures were beyond the purview of what 
Kvinnliga Missions Arbetare normally approved of, Skarstedt was permitted 
to engage in such work, as it was deemed crucial “to keep our work over 
there going.”52 Having been left to their own devices, the villagers employed 
methods that were so superstitious and revolting that to be able to believe 
“that something like that can go in a Christian country” one had to see it 
oneself.” The tradition of “reading” over the sick could perhaps be viewed as 
normal, if God’s words were used. Instead, Skarstedt found various 
“heathen” influences. A rat’s head baked in bread, a snake’s head tied 
around the neck, and dung were other folk medicines that the missionary 
found revolting. The problem was also that the villagers deeply believed in 
the abilities of the so-called “wise women” (kloka gummor, a sort of nature-
healers) to treat the sick, and called for Skarstedt (since her return to the 
village in 1902 as a nurse with a diploma) only as a last resort – often when 
 
49Göran Malmstedt, Bondetro och kyrkoro: religiös mentalitet i stormaktstidens Sverige 
(Lund: Nordic Academic Press, 2002). 
50 Wilhelm Sarwe, Bland Rysslands folk: i missionens och Röda korsets tjänst 1882–1922, 
vol. 3, Gammalsvenskby (Stockholm: Svenska Missionsförbundet, 1929), 42–45, 50. 
51 Alvin Isberg, Svensk lutherdom i österled. Relationer till ryska och baltiska diaspora-
församlingar och minoritetskyrkor (1883–1941) (Uppsala University, 1982), 23. 
52Hemåt, (1903): 8 (oktober), p. 100. 
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it was too late. This was hardly surprising, wrote Skarstedt, as the villagers 
for a very long time could only depend on themselves for help. No wonder, 
she added, “if they were somewhat behind their time.”53 

Emma Skarstedt’s work mirrored the religious modernization that had 
been underway in Sweden since the early eighteenth century. After the 
introduction of religious freedom in the mid-nineteenth century, various 
churches competed for followers. People were supposed to develop a 
personal relationship to God - a form of religiosity that was very different 
from the automaton-like religiosity that Skarstedt meant was typical of 
many of the villagers. At the same time, her mission represented the 
entrance of the Swedish social movement into the village; the task of the 
modernizers was to teach people to help themselves. From Skarstedt’s point 
of view, the village was in urgent need of spiritual and material help. 
Vendell, on the other hand, was driven by motifs that were both patriotic 
and romantic. His enthusiastic belief in the patriotism of the villagers was 
due to the fact that they had by and large preserved their language and most 
elements of their culture, and that belief functioned as a romantic filter 
through which everything he knew or read about the Gammalsvenskby 
passed. Where Skarstedt saw misery and problems, Vendell saw a reservoir 
of edifying examples to be used on the “home front” – in Finland, where the 
Swedophone minority was beginning to feel the pressure from the Finnish 
majority that was claiming political and cultural rights. 

The lost Swedish tribe 

There were critical voices among the Swedish visitors to the village. 
Skarstedt’s view was to some extent shared by Viktor Hugo Wickström 
(newspaper editor, writer, and liberal politician), Anton Karlgren (a linguist 
and journalist) and Herman Neander (a Lutheran priest) who visited the 
village before the First World War. They too dwelled on the patriotism of 
the villagers on the one hand, but – unlike Vendell – they also took up 
issues they considered problematic. In the end, the image of the village as 
unyieldingly patriotic and genuinely Swedish remained more or less intact 
up to 1929 when most of the villagers migrated to Sweden. The myth of 
genealogy, as this point of view can be called, survived more or less intact, 
although there were dissenting voices among Swedish public and publicists 
in 1920s, when the future fate of the villagers was discussed. However, those 

 
53När och Fjärran (1904): 1, 6; Hemåt (1902): 7, 83. När och Fjärran was issued as a 
supplement to Hemåt from 1904. 
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were largely set aside in the process of the bringing of the villagers to 
Sweden.54 

The myth of genealogy is a powerful tool for holding nations together. It 
defines the nation as an emotional category rather than a legal rational 
one.55 For the purpose of this text, a myth can be characterized as “widely 
shared assumptions, often unspoken and unconscious,” maintained by 
stereotypes, images, and metaphors.56 The various elements of a myth 
should be easily understood by a group it addresses, and it usually contains 
evocation of the past as guidance for the future. A myth in this context is 
not synonymous with a lie; however, the facts it contains have usually been 
selected to suit the intentions of its creators. Mass media have been iden-
tified as a main source of myth-like structures in recent times.57 

The nationalistic-romantic view of history was most explicit in the 
Swedophone Finnish press, but there was also an exchange of information 
and ideas between the Finnish and the Swedish press. Gammalsvenskby was a 
valuable asset in the ever growing stream of news; stories of the village were 
attention-grabbing and sensational whilst at the same time tapped into a 
(perceived) cultural and mental proximity. The village was frequently 
presented as something astounding (a tiny group of people preserving their 
culture in hostile surroundings), and in this era of intense nationalism readers 
could easily identify with Swedophones far away. Where the developments in 
Gammalsvenskby were concerned the liberal and conservative press shared a 
“consensual paradigm” with their readership. The term refers to consensus on 
how the world should be viewed.58 
In the case of Gammalsvenskby, the paradigm was patriotic, romantic and 
inclusive. This approach was predated by the writings of August Sohlman in 
the mid-nineteenth century. A liberal publisher and editor, he wrote a booklet 
on the history of the Estonian Swedes in terms very similar to those used by 
Vendell. The interest in “the smaller branches [of the Swedish people] that 
had been broken away from the mother stem” was “heartening,” as they had 
 
54 Anna Wedin, Gammalsvenskbybornas emigration till Sverige 1929. En studie i svenskhet 
och etniskt ursprung, Bachelor Thesis at Södertörn University, 2007. 
55 Chris Rojek, The Brit Myth. Who Do Britons Think They Are (London: Reaktion Books 
Ltd, 2007), 75. 
56 Vejas Gabriel Liulevicius, The German Myth of the East (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2009), 3. 
57 Piotr Cichoracki, Legenda i Polityka. Kształtowanie się wizerunku marszałka Józefa 
Piłsudskiego w świadomosci zbiorowej społeczenstwa polskiego w latach 1918–1939 (Kraków:  
Księgarnia Akademicka, 2005), 9-10. 
58 Gunilla Lundström, När tidningarna blev moderna. Om svensk journalistik 1898–1969 
(Lund University, 2004), 23–24. 
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preserved “their ancient nature and state.” By studying them, the Swedes 
could learn “to understand their disposition, character and vocation in world 
history.” To Sohlman, the Estonian Swedes possessed qualities from olden 
times, qualities that had now on the whole been lost by the Swedish peasantry, 
who had undergone a “common national development,” with “good and bad” 
consequences.59 Two statements are important for this text: there were 
edifying examples to be found in the past that had been preserved by the 
Estonian and Livonian Swedes; some of these superior qualities had 
disappeared from Sweden proper owing to the process of modernization, a 
phenomenon where “national development” can definitely be included. The 
common ancestry was understood to outweigh the differences that had arisen 
over time. The words “stem” and “tribe” are same in Swedish (“stam”), and 
thus, the phrase “mother tribe” comes to one’s mind.  

The rhetoric of something long since lost and then miraculously 
recovered surfaces frequently in the descriptions of the village. In practically 
all of the texts read by the author of this chapter, the ancient nature of the 
village’s customs is stressed along with the patriotism of the villagers. 
Therefore, it was argued, they deserved financial aid and moral support. 
The villagers quickly learned this useful discourse, and as early as in 1883, 
with the helping hand of Kristian Wahlbeck from Finland petitioned their 
“kinsfolk” in Sweden and elsewhere to support the ongoing church 
construction.60 Wahlbeck had answered Vendell’s call for a Swedish-
speaking village teacher and moved to Gammalsvenskby. He wrote letters 
that were published in the Finnish press, and toured Finland to collect 
funds in 1883; similar campaigns were undertaken in Sweden and among 
Swedes in the USA. Most illustrative was the call for “the fellow Christians 
and kinsfolk in the Kingdom of Sweden” to make donations to the con-
struction of a church, first published in Folkwännen in 1883. The villagers 
also described themselves as “living in the southern lands among Germans 
and Russians,” underlining their remoteness, isolation, their status as a 
minority thereby – indirectly – conjuring up an image of something lost, 
displaced, in need of help.61 This image of remoteness and isolation, along 
with the villagers’ “faithfulness” to the Swedish language and “devotion” to 
their ancient customs was frequently evoked. Folkwännen praised the 
“faithfulness” of the inhabitants of Gammalsvenskby to the Swedish 
 
59 August Sohlman, Om lemningarne af svensk nationalitet uti Estland och Liffland 
(Stockholm: published by the author, 1852), 1–3. 
60 Folkvännen, no. 103, 7 maj 1883, “Gammal-Svenskby.” 
61Folkwännen, no. 285, 6 december 1883, “Ännu engång Gammal-Svenskby.” 
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language.62 Kotka Nyheter informed their readership that the villagers had 
“faithfully” preserved their language, religion and customs “among alien 
peoples, as if ship-wrecked on an island in the open sea.”63 In an article 
discussing the likelihood of the Swedish-speaking population of Finland 
adopting the Finnish language and Finnish customs, Åbo tidning described 
Gammalsvenskby as an elevating example of the perseverance and 
conservatism of Swedophone peasants in general. The author, who called 
himself “Yeoman” (Allmogeman), claimed that this was impossible, given 
the conservatism and a sense of superiority towards the Finns manifest 
among the Swedophones.64 Nya Pressen cited the pastor of the Swedish 
parish in St Petersburg, H. Kajanus, who called for financial aid to 
Gammalsvenskby after the bad harvest of 1899, and claimed that “they [the 
villagers] do really not deserve to be forgotten” as their religion and tradi-
tions had been preserved so well.65 The above examples from the Finnish 
press illustrate a genealogy myth in making, on its way to function auto-
matically by evoking certain images and emotions without further scrutiny. 
Starting from Herman Vendell’s first letter to Folkwännen and continuing 
with the letters supposedly written by the villagers to their “kinsfolk,” we 
witness the beginning of imagining of the village as a Diaspora. This is 
evidenced by the viable cultural and financial links and the process of 
interaction between the villagers and the well-willing outsiders where the 
concepts of village’s Swedishness were now created. 

In general, the Swedish visitors did not ignore the fact that the Swedes of 
Gammalsvenskby had been influenced by the surrounding society in one 
way or another. However, such influences were more often than not viewed 
as corrupting. Anton Karlgren claimed that whilst the Germans, who 
arrived in 1805, “saved” the Swedes from becoming “savages” following 
their extended isolation, they also started a long-term cultural and material 
(the land originally reserved for the Swedish colonists) conflicts.66 Herman 
Neander mentioned the corrupting influence of the authorities, who 
permitted the opening of an inn in the village. The German “seizure” of 
land that had originally belonged to the Swedes eventually made several 
Swedish villagers into paupers. This had a corrupting influence on their 
morals and the end result could be that they migrated and lost their national 

 
62Folkwännen, no. 64, 18 mars 1886, “Bref från Gammal-Svenskby.” 
63Kotka Nyheter, no. 60, 24 december 1897. 
64Åbo Tidning, nr. 67, 10 mars 1889, “Bref från landsbygden.” 
65Nya Pressen, no. 27, 29 januari 1900. 
66 Karlgren, Gammalsvenskby, 9–12. 
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character. The problem was made worse by the local custom of finalizing 
transactions by drinking vodka. The villagers had furthermore developed an 
unhealthy custom of lavish spending at wedding parties, something that not 
only seemed immoral, but also brought economic ruin upon several families 
who borrowed money for such festivities. Neander also cited extensively 
from a letter full of words borrowed from Russian. The letter was written by 
a young man from the village who was doing his military service in the 
Russo-Japanese war.67 Victor Hugo Wickström, who visited the village in 
1897, found the villagers prone to drink. According to him, the Russian 
authorities were to blame, since they ignored the protests that had been 
made and opened an inn in the village.68 In other words: the Swedish core 
was good and genuine, but, in the long run, it was threatened by the 
contacts with the surrounding world. 

Conclusions 

The main aim of this chapter has been to study how the image of Gammal-
svenskby was formed and maintained from 1881 to 1914. The main 
proposition was that the village was largely a creation by visitors to 
Gammalsvenskby during the three decades preceding the First World War. 
The visitors, in their turn, were affected by rapid developments in Finland 
and Sweden, cultural differentiation being the single most important 
feature. What the visitors encountered was a village where many aspects 
typical of the peasantry of the early modern period had been preserved – 
such as a strong attachment to religion, traditional customs, and loyalty 
towards the Crown, as well as great respect for elders and oral tradition. 
What the visitors saw was a village that basically did not differ from the 
villages inhabited by Swedophones in the Russian province of Estonia, in 
Finland and in Sweden. The romantic and nationalistic sentiments pre-
vailed, and – although the criticism towards the developments viewed as 
negative by several of the visitors was not lacking – these inclusive schemes 
had the upper hand. The visit of Herman Vendell, the Svekoman linguist 
from Finland, was the starting point of the creative process. From Vendell’s 
reports in the Finnish press, the myth of genealogy that linked the village to 
Swedophone Finland, Estonia and to Sweden was beginning to form. The 

 
67 Neander, Gammal-Svenskby, 3–41. 
68 Victor Hugo Wickström, I öster- och västerled. Reseminnen (Östersund: Jämtlands-
postens boktryckeri, 1900), 31. The author also published his accounts in his newspaper, 
Jämtlandsposten. 



 
 

THE LOST SWEDISH TRIBE 
 

110 

villagers also swiftly learned the new discourse. However, during the 
process, the fact that the villagers had been influenced by developments in 
southern Russia for more than a hundred years was largely ignored, and 
only the historical and cultural features that seemed integrating were 
adopted. This meant that the features acquired during the long-term social-
ization in the specific milieu of the steppe were largely ignored. The 
similarities mattered, while the differences that were also found were not 
ascribed the same weight. The myth of genealogy proved strong. Thus it was 
only after the villagers had migrated to Sweden in 1929 that it was realized 
that many of them did not have the skills and mental faculties expected 
from a modern Swede. 

 



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice




