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                                                                        CHAPTER XXI                                           

Influence of the northern Climate upon the Manners and Habits of the People - Hardships 
of living in the North, when compared to the southern Countries - Occupations of the 
Finlanders in Winter - Their Methods of catching Fish - The Chase of the Bear - Mode of 
shooting the Squirrel- Dangers that attend the Chase of the Seal - An Instance mentioned of 
two Finlanders that were cast away upon the Ice while in this Pursuit 

A  TRAVELLER, who visits those countries during winter, is apt to imagine that 
men, animals, and plants, are all consigned to a profound sleep: nor is it easy for 
him to conceive whence the natives derive the means of their subsistence. Seas, 

rivers, lakes, are all frozen up, and seem to shut out the necessary resource of fishing; 
the birds fly from these inhospitable regions, and hence afford no sustenance; the earth 
on all sides covered with frost and snow is here converted into an inexorable prison, 
confining all her fruits; -this universal nakedness naturally begets in the stranger an 
expectation of seeing everywhere poverty, want, and wretchedness: but one who has 
resided among these people will find, that they are neither less awake, nor less active 
nor worse fed than the inhabitants of the South. The different seasons here, as every 
where else give occasion to different occupations analogous to the climate, and the 
nature of the country. It is necessary to have even more activity and industry in the 
northern districts than in the southerly ones, inasmuch as the means of maintenance are 
more limited, while the wants of the natives are more pressing. How many things are 
men in want of in the North, that are scarcely known in the South? In the North fur-
gloves, caps, fur-boots, woolen cloths lined with furs, and snow shoes; these are not 
much known to the inhabitants of the south of Europe, but are here articles of the first 
necessity. If to the variety of things which are required to cover the body, we add a 
greater appetite for food, and desire for spirituous liquors; if we consider the increased 
difficulties that the women have to undergo in rearing their children we shall be 
sensible how arduous a talk, for instance a peasant in the North has to perform in 
discharging the common duties of life. Compared to him, the very beggars of other 
countries live in ease and even luxury; nor can he be put upon a par, in point of comfort, 
with the famous lazaroni of Naples, who, though ragged or rather naked, easily obtain a 
living if they will but take a walk on the key, or saunter along the harbour, with no 
farther trouble than that of turning first their faces and then their backs to the sun. 

 
The inhabitants of the North by a much greater number of wants, must necessarily 

acquire a larger share of activity in order to supply them; and from this circumstance 
arise a thousand little diversities of character which serve to distinguish them even in  

their moral habits, from the nations of the South. The peasants during the winter are 
occupied, not only in the laborious performance of such businesses as are most 
advantageously accomplished when the earth is covered with ice and snow, but also in 
preparing for their necessary avocations during the summer. They employ themselves in 
making nets, cutting wood, constructing cart wheels, and in tying up faggots for the fire. 
That of transporting things from one place to another, is one of the principal 
occupations of the Finlandish peasantry in winter. They proceed to the forest and cut 
down timber for building, and making their sledges, as well as for fuel and other 
purposes: they drag over fields of ice and snow such enormous trunks of tree, as they 
could scarcely be able to move in summer. 

 



Hunting and fishing are also avocations that are attended to in winter. Their mode of 
fishing is as follows: a couple of openings are made in the ice, and by means of ropes 
and long poles they then contrive to pass their nets from one opening to the other: the 
drawing out of the nets is attended with infinite labour. They have another method of 
fishing on the ice, which seemed to me extremely curious, at least the novelty of it 
excited my surprise. It is in catching fish by a stroke of a mallet or club. In autumn 
when the frost begins to set in the fisherman courses along the rivers; and when he 
observes a fish under the ice in shallow water he strikes a violent blow with his wooden 
mallet perpendicularly over the fish, so as to break the ice. The fish stupified by the 
blow communicated to it by the water in a few seconds rises quite giddy to the surface, 
where the man seizes it with an instrument made for the purpose. 

 
I have, in the preceding part of this work, described the manner of hunting the seal; I 

have also mentioned the practice of catching fish when the water is frozen, by means of 
hooks. I shall now give some account of the mode of attacking the bear. This is a kind 
of sport which requires great presence of mind and intrepidity, and it must be 
acknowledged that the Finlander displays these virtues in an eminent degree. 

 
It is but very lately that some few individuals have begun to safe fire-arms in this 

chase; but these are still many among the peasantry, particularly in the inland part of the 
country, who will not expose their life to the uncertain shot of a musket which is so 
liable to be prevented by damp; nor be possessed of an instrument which they think too 
costly even when of a very ordinary quality. The favourite weapon of the Finlander in 
hunting the bear, is an iron lance fixed at the end of a pole. At about the distance of a 
foot from the point of the lance is fixed a cross-bar, which prevents the instrument from 
penetrating too far into the body of the bear, or passing through both sides. 

 
When the Finlander has discovered where the bear has taken up his winter quarters, 

he goes to the place and makes a noise at the entrance of his den, by which he 
endeavours to irritate and provoke him to quit his strong hold. The bear hesitates, and 
seems unwilling to come out; but continuing to be molested by the hunter, and perhaps 
by the barking of his dog, he at length gets up and rushes in fury from his cavern. The 
moment he sees the peasant, he rears himself upon his two hind legs ready to tear him 
to pieces. The Finlander instantly puts himself in the attitude which is represented in 
the annexed plate; that is to say he brings back the iron lance close to his breast 
concealing from the bear the length of the pole in order that he may not have time to 
be upon his guard, and consequently to parry with his paws the mortal blow which the 
hunter means to aim at his vitals. The Finlander then advances boldly towards the 
bear, nor does he strike the blow till they are so near each other, that the animal 
stretches out his paws to tear his antagonist limb from limb. At that instant the peasant 
pierces his heart with the lance, which, but for the cross-bar, would come out at his 
shoulder nor could he otherwise prevent the bear from falling upon him, an accident 
which might be highly dangerous. By means of the cross-bar the animal is kept 
upright, and ultimately thrown upon his back; but what may seem to some very 
extraordinary, is, the bear, feeling himself wounded, instead of attempting with his 
paws to pull out the lance, holds it fast and presses it more deeply into the wound. 
When the bear, after rolling upon the snow ceases from the last struggles of death, the 
Finlander lays hold of him, and calls for the assistance of his friends, who drag the 
carcase to his hut; and this triumph terminates in a sort of festival where the poet 
assists and sings the exploits of the hunter. 



The Finlanders are employed in summer in cutting down their hay and corn;  the 
last they thresh out in winter; they build their boats go a-fishing, frequently a-fowling, 
and in the spring time hunt the squirrel, which they kill with a wooden arrow shot 
from a cross-bow, as is represented in the plate. 

 
This figure of the bow is accurately copied from the original, which my friend Mr. 

Julin puchased and brought with him when he returned from his excursion into the 
interior of the government of Uleåborg: it has a strong resemblance to those with 
which the Dalicarlian mountaineers were armed before the time of Gustavus Vasa. It 
is extremely heavy, and requires great strength to bend it, even with the assistance of a 
thong which the Finlander carries about with him tied to his leather girdle. The 
ancient usages, still preserved in the country, are an incontestable proof of the 
simplicity of the natives, and of the little knowledge they have acquired of our modern 
inventions. These usages are, however, worthy objects of the traveller's attention, and 
are now the more interesting because they are falling every day into oblivion, giving 
plate to others of recent date. 

 
In shooting the squirrel they employ, as has been intimated, a sort of blunt, 

pointless arrow, that they may kill the animal without injuring the skin: and what is 
deserving of being noticed, they do not take aim as we commonly do, by bringing the 
handle of the cross bow near the eye, but set it upon the belly; and yet by this method, 
which appears so awkward to us, they seldom or never miss hitting the object. The 
arrow is too valuable to be lost; for the moment it falls, it is picked up for another 
occasion. But the species of hunting which sets the courage and enterprise of the 
Finlander in the very strongest light, is that of the seal or phoca vitalina of Linnæus. 
The season of this chase begins when the sea breaks up, and the ice floats in shoals 
upon the surface. Four or five peasants will place themselves in an open boat, with 
one tristling mast set off to sea, and be more than a month absent from their families. 
Thus they expose themselves to all the dangers of the high seas have a small fire 
which they kindle on a fort of brick hearth, live upon the flesh of the seal, which is 
extremely good, and bring home the fat and the skins. The perils which those voyagers 
have to struggle with are incredible: they are every instant between masses of ice 
which threaten to crush their bark to atoms: they get upon the floating shoals and, 
creeping along them, steal cautiously upon the seal, and kill him as he reposes on the 
ice. Seven years ago, two Finlanders only set out in a boat for this chase. Having got 
sight of some seals on a little floating island they quitted their boat, and got upon the 
ice, moving on their hands and knees to get near them without being perceived. They 
had previously fastened their boat to the little island of ice they disembarked upon; 
but while they were busily engaged in their pursuit, a gust of wind tore away their 
boat, when, meeting with other shoals it was broken in pieces, and in a few minutes 
entirely disappeared. The hunters were aware of their danger when it was too late: 
they were now left without help, without resource, without a ray of hope, on their 
little floating island. They remained two weeks on this frail fragment; the heat which 
diminished its bulk, and also its prominent surface, rendered their situation more 
alarming every moment. 

 
In the anguish of hunger, they gnawed the flesh of their arms: they saw the gulf of 

death opening gradually under their feet; they embraced each other, determined to 
plunge together into the sea and put an end to their misery, from which they had no 
prospect of escaping: they had hailed the day for the last time when they discovered a 



sail. How great must have been their joy! One stript off his shirt and suspended it on 
the muzzle of their gun: the vessel was a whale-fisher which observed them; and 
putting out her boat, saved these two men from impending death. 
 
 
 

Pye 
 
 

A Finlander Attacking a Bear 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


	Pye
	A Finlander Attacking a Bear
	etusivu_acerbi.pdf
	Travels Through
	Sweden, Finland, and Lapland
	to the North Cape
	Chapter XXI
	Giuseppe Acerbi
	Julkaisu: Travels through Sweden, Finland, and Lapland to the North Cape




