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Introduction
Imagine a land where wild pine forests stretch to the horizon, where lakes—nearly two
hundred thousand of them—glimmer beneath skies painted by the Northern Lights or
the sun that never quite sets in summer. Finland, poised at the crossroads of east and
west, ancient and modern, is a nation marked not only by its remarkable geography,
but by an equally rich tapestry of stories, customs, and people. The country’s unique
blend of indigenous traditions, a deep-seated respect for nature, and a resilient,
quietly defiant spirit has produced a culture that is at once mysterious and inviting.

This book is an invitation to journey far beyond the stereotypes of icy winters and
reindeer. "In the Land of Lakes and Legends" aims to uncover the truly hidden Finland:
the songs passed from one generation to the next under the Northern pines, the
secret recipes for rye bread and wild berry soups, the everyday rituals shared quietly
in the gentle heat of the sauna, and the stories of a people who have, time and again,
drawn strength from silence and simplicity. You will discover why the concept of
"sisu," a uniquely Finnish brand of resilience, is woven into the national psyche, and
why traditions rooted in both hardship and beauty still matter in a thoroughly modern
nation.

Across these pages, you will meet storytellers, artisans, chefs, educators, and
everyday Finns—each offering a window into the many facets of their homeland. Their
voices bring to life both the enduring legends of the past and the dynamic innovations
shaping the Finland of tomorrow. Through vivid descriptions, travel anecdotes, and
practical insights, this book seeks not just to inform, but to immerse: to let you taste,
hear, and feel the influences that shape daily Finnish life from Helsinki to the distant
forests of Lapland.

Whether you’re called by the promise of the aurora borealis, the minimalist beauty of
Finnish design, or an insatiable curiosity about northern culture, you’ll find both
inspiration and guidance here. For travelers, the stories and tips found within these
chapters will open new paths; for armchair explorers, they offer a ticket to a dazzling,
little-understood landscape. Food lovers will delight in tales from kitchens and
markets, while culture enthusiasts will learn how age-old customs blend with modern
creativity in art, architecture, and education.

Most of all, "In the Land of Lakes and Legends" strives to reveal the Finnish soul—a
spirit forged in quietude, in connection to nature, and in the magic of stories that
refuse to be forgotten. Welcome to Finland, as you’ve never seen or tasted it before.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Geography of a Northern
Wonderland
Finland, a nation often characterized by its stunning natural beauty, is a symphony of
landscapes shaped by ancient geological forces and the powerful hand of the Ice Age.
Stretching across Northern Europe, it shares borders with Sweden to the west, Norway
to the north, and Russia to the east, while the Gulf of Bothnia and the Gulf of Finland
embrace its southern and western coastlines. This unique position contributes to its
varied climate, which ranges from humid continental in the south to subarctic in the
north.

Geographically, Finland is one of the world's northernmost countries, lying
approximately between latitudes 60° and 70° N and longitudes 20° and 32° E. To put
this into perspective, Helsinki, its capital, is more northerly than almost any other
capital in the world, with only Reykjavík being further north. This high latitude means
that roughly one-third of Finland's landmass, primarily the province of Lapland, lies
above the Arctic Circle. Despite its vastness, Lapland is sparsely populated, a stark
contrast to the more densely settled southern regions where the majority of Finland's
5.6 million people reside.

The terrain of Finland is largely low-lying and remarkably flat, particularly in the
coastal plains, with about one-third of the country sitting below 100 meters and two-
thirds below 200 meters above sea level. The Ostrobothnian Plain in western Finland,
for instance, is the largest plain in the Nordic countries, extending about 100
kilometers inland and characterized by flat, open agricultural fields. However, the
landscape is far from monotonous. Finland’s topography also includes undulating hilly
terrain, especially in the interior lake plateau, with height differences typically less
than 100 meters, though occasionally reaching 200 meters. The most pronounced
relief is found around Lakes Pielinen and Päijänne. As you venture northward and
eastward, the land gradually rises, with hills and mountains exceeding 500 meters in
these regions. The country’s highest point, Halti, reaches 1,328 meters and is located
in northern Lapland, bordering Norway.

The fundamental framework of Finland's relief is its ancient Precambrian bedrock,
much of which dates back between 1,800 and 2,600 million years. This bedrock is part
of the Fennoscandian Shield, a vast area of ancient crust that underlies much of
Scandinavia and parts of Russia. Over eons, this bedrock has been subjected to
immense geological forces, including volcanic activity and mountain-building events
known as orogenies, which formed ancient mountain ranges that have long since
eroded into a peneplain. Evidence of these ancient processes can be seen in the
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various rock types across Finland, including orthogneiss, granite, and metamorphic
rocks.

The most dramatic sculptor of Finland's present-day landscape, however, was the
Quaternary Ice Age. Approximately 20,000 years ago, a colossal continental ice sheet,
several kilometers thick, covered the entire country. As this immense glacier slowly
moved across the land, it powerfully eroded the bedrock, scraping down hills, grinding
away weaker rock, and carving out depressions. The immense pressure and
movement of the ice created unique geological features. The ice sheet efficiently
transported enormous boulders, leaving them as "erratics" hundreds of kilometers
from their origin. It also mixed different rock types into a homogeneous till, a type of
glacial sediment that now forms a widespread, thin layer over much of the ancient
bedrock.

When the ice began to melt, roughly 13,000 to 10,000 years ago, the landscape was
transformed. Rivers flowing beneath the melting glaciers and within their crevasses
deposited sand and gravel, forming long, winding ridges known as eskers. Where
these subglacial rivers flowed into ancient lakes or seas, they created expansive,
sandy deltas. The finer sediments, like clay and silt, settled at the bottom of these
water bodies, contributing to Finland’s fertile soils in many areas. The immense weight
of the ice had also depressed the Earth's crust, and as the ice receded, the land began
a slow, continuous rebound, a process still observed today.

This glacial legacy is most evident in Finland’s defining features: its lakes and forests.
The eroded depressions carved out by the glaciers filled with meltwater, giving rise to
the country's astonishing number of lakes. Finland is, after all, famously known as the
"Land of a Thousand Lakes," although the actual count is closer to 188,000, or even
190,000 if you include ponds. These lakes are generally shallow, with an average
depth of only about seven meters, and many have complex, convoluted coastlines
dotted with islands. The largest lake, Saimaa, covers approximately 4,400 square
kilometers, making it the fourth largest in Europe.

Beyond the inland waterways, Finland boasts an intricate coastline, approximately
31,119 kilometers long, heavily indented and fringed with around 179,000 islands. The
world's largest archipelago lies off Finland’s coast, particularly concentrated in the
Archipelago Sea in the southwest, between mainland Finland and the Åland Islands.
These islands vary in elevation, from low-lying formations in the Gulf of Finland to
those along the southwest coastline that can rise over 120 meters.

Finland's geography also shapes its climate. Most of the country experiences a
subarctic climate, characterized by long, cold winters and short, cool summers. The
northernmost regions, within the Arctic Circle, endure exceptionally severe and
prolonged winters, with temperatures plummeting as low as -30°C and extended
periods of polar night, when the sun does not rise for nearly two months. However, the
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mitigating influence of the Atlantic Ocean and the Gulf Stream helps to keep
temperatures in southern Finland milder than at similar latitudes in Siberia and
Greenland. Here, winters are less harsh, and summers are warm enough for swimming
in the lakes. Annual precipitation, a mix of sleet, snow, and rain, averages around
600-700 millimeters in the south and slightly less in the north.

The vast forests that blanket Finland are another defining characteristic, covering
approximately 75% of the country's land area, making it the most densely forested
nation in Europe and the tenth highest in the world. These are primarily coniferous
boreal forests, dominated by Scots pine and Norway spruce, with birches, aspens,
alders, and rowans also common. These extensive woodlands contribute to the
country's diverse natural scene, interspersed with open bogs, fens, and agricultural
land, especially in the south. The combination of ancient bedrock, glacial sculpting,
and a northern climate has thus created a truly unique and captivating geographical
mosaic in Finland.
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