”Lapland: bare rock, mosquitoes, mud, tundra and hunger”
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- an autograph book of a Polish forced
labourer in WWII Lapland
■ In August 2017 I travelled

from Glasgow, Scotland (UK)

to Rovaniemi to visit the collections of the Regional Museum
of Lapland and discuss with the
curators any material or archives relating to the German presence in Lapland during WWII.
My visit to the museum, made
possible through a grant generously awarded by the Society
of Antiquaries of Scotland’s
‘Gunning Jubilee Gift’, begins
an initial phase of research
focusing on the experiences of,
Franciszek Wardzynski, a Polish
citizen transported from Warsaw to Rovaniemi as a forced
labourer in the German auxiliary unit Organisation Todt (OT).

Escaping Rovaniemi during the
civilian evacuation in September
1944 Franciszek Wardzynski
made his way to neutral Sweden.
Then after many months of waiting he travelled to Scotland where
he, together with thousands of other soldiers and displaced people
unable to return to Soviet controlled Poland, eventually settled.
While I am bringing my professional experience as a conflict archaeologist it has also been a very
personal journey as Franciszek, or
Frank, was my grandfather. There
are many threads to this research,
but for the purposes of this article
I will focus on the women of Rovaniemi represented in the autograph book and their relationship
with Frank.
RESEARCH BACKGROUND: ‘FAR
NORTH OF THE ARCTIC CIRCLE’

This research focuses on the material analysis of an autograph book
my grandfather carried with him
from Lapland to Scotland. The
book is bound in a birchwood
cover and the yellowing pages are
filled with signatures, comments,
songs, poems, sketches, and most
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poignantly sad farewells, in an array of languages including Polish,
Finnish, Swedish, and English.
A carving on the inside cover colourfully depicts a reindeer lifting
its head towards the horizon and
rays of the midnight sun, with an
inscription underneath reading,
“Laponja 1943–44r. F.W.”. As
a young 21-year old there is no
doubt Frank’s forced removal from
his home to the ‘far north of the
Arctic Circle’ was traumatic, but
as the autograph book and his artistically romantic modification
suggests, Lapland and the relationships he fostered there held a special place in his heart.
As a child I had been aware of
the autograph book, but only absorbed tangible features such as
the colourful reindeer carving and
the various pencil lined sketches
inside. The rest of the book was

an entanglement of long twisting
handwriting in languages I was
unable to navigate. Furthermore
my grandfather never seemed inclined to translate the entries for
me, even those written in Polish
which he would have understood.
The contents remained a mystery and somewhat forgotten until
September 2016 when Dr Eerika
Koskinen-Koivisto stayed with
me while a visiting lecturer at the
University of Glasgow. One evening we sat with the book and
Eerika translated the entries written in Finnish. For the first time
in over 70 years the book came
alive with a chorus of voices from
young women Frank had met
in Rovaniemi in the summer of
1944. It was an emotional evening
for both Eerika and me as we were
finally came face to face with the
stories of women from Rovaniemi,

namely Kirsti, Marika, Annikki,
and Eeva.
There is no formal order within
the autograph book, but there is a
striking gender split of the entries
related to Lapland. Chronologically the first entries begin in July
1943 and for that year until the
spring of 1944 they are primarily
written by Polish men he worked
alongside, in what I now know
was OT thanks to Norwegian
doctoral researcher Mari Olafson
Lundemo, with placenames referring Rovaniemi and Jäniskoski,
a hydro-electric plant near Lake
Inari. Many of the Polish entries
describe the harsh conditions,
with one light hearted entry comparing Lapland with Warsaw on
29 April 1944:
Warsaw: busy roads, cafes, pubs,
music, girls – that was some life,
being surrounded by girls. Lapland:
bare rocks, mosquitoes, mud, tundra
and hunger.
The first entry we see in Rovaniemi written by a women is
Annikki on the 4th August 1944
thanking him for his company the
day before. While the entries from
Kirsti Höynälä (the only female
surname mentioned from Rovaniemi) and Marika are clearly in
friendship there is a hint of unrequited love from Annikki writing
again on the 11th September 1944:
You are probably very much in love
with one girl. I will return to the
significance of this period in Sep-

tember and the final entry by Eeva
as a conclusion to this article.
REVEALING INDIVIDUAL
NARRATIVES WITHIN THE
AUTOGRAPH BOOK

Although of immense personal
value, it was clear to see the significant research value this uniquely
surviving piece of material culture
held. Not only did it have the potential to articulate a narrative of
a displaced person surviving in a
landscape of conflict, but also to
access the experience of Finnish
women and to better understand
how their network of social interactions changed and developed
with the arrival of German forces
in 1940. Through a material exploration of this book together with
ethnographic methodologies this
research will ask: what conditions
did he experience? Who was asked
to sign the book? What meanings
can be drawn from expressions of
identity? What were the relationships between the Polish workers
and the local Finnish women?
The latter question is of great
interest because it forced me to
interrogate my own assumptions
developed from childhood, particularly as my grandfather described himself as a Prisoner of War
(POW). He also told how his survival depending on the kindness
of local Finnish women handing
bread and chocolate through the
barbed wire fence of the camp.

But as local historian Kalevi
Mikkonen suggested on a tour of
the former OT compound, now
a housing estate approximately
500m west of the Arktikum, there
was very little chocolate in Rovaniemi with only the German forces having access to such luxuries.
Therefore it is more likely Frank
shared his rations with them, or
did his conditions change in time?
We know he was able to meet women outside the confines of his
compound as suggested by Kirsti
Höynälä’s entry on the 8 August
1944: This will be a lasting memory
for you about our first meeting at the
brothers-in-arms kiosk
While it is unclear exactly what
the brothers-in-arms kiosk was or
where it was situated, it does appear to be a place where there is
an opportunity to cross paths with
locals. In this entry Kirsti, who is
clearly a friend rather than romantic interest, comments on Frank’s
popularity with local girls and offers some advice:
…here in Finland, especially here
at the Arctic Circle you have to be
very cautious because all the Finnish
girls are little “witches” that could
bind you here forever!!! So keep your
heart from the arrows of “Armor”!
LAST DAYS IN ROVANIEMI

Today when I write these lines it
could be possible that we see each other for the last time...
Annikki, 11/9–1944 Rovaniemi
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One striking feature of the autograph book are dates relating to
September 1944 and their direct
correlation with the evacuation
of Lapland. Orders were given
for the civilian evacuation on the
7th September and transports began to leave Rovaniemi from the
16th September 1944. As a focus
for memory the autograph book
becomes an important chance to
say goodbye. The final entry from
Rovaniemi is written by Eeva on
the 13th September 1944 in which
she writes: Eeva who will always
love you. Although more research
is required it appears that Frank
managed to escape the OT compound during the chaos of the ev-

It is my intention with further
funding to return to Rovaniemi
to continue this research with Dr
Koskinen-Koivisto in the near future. I would be grateful for any
comments or further information
from readers as this can often be
the integral to projects of this nature. Please contact me through
my twitter account @DrTashaFerguson or by email nferguson@nts.
org.uk. ■
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till at least the 13th September before making his way further south
to Kauhava by train with other
evacuees. Kept alongside the autograph book was a pristine photograph of a young smartly dressed
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helped him escape by hiding him
in her apartment and giving him
civilian clothes. It is only after
my trip to Rovaniemi that I connected the signature on the back
to the autograph book; it reads: In
memory of Eeva, Rovaniemi, 5/9
1944.
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