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   PEATLANDS IN NORTHERN SWEDEN LITTERATURE
   Emma Ingelsson Alkbring, Biologigränd 23, S-907 32 UMEÅ, Sweden
   +46 90 199748, [email protected]
   Summary:
   This article points at the role of peatland in literature describing
   Northern Sweden. Examples are given from the works of four authors:
   Astrid Väring, Sara Lidman, Kerstin Ekman and Anita Salomonsson. The
   peatlands are present in the everyday life describerd in the books as
   well as in dreams and mysteries.The Northern Sweden regional
   litterature has traditionally been compared to the postcolonial
   literature of Africa. An invitation to other comparisions is made.
   Keywords: Peatlands, Literature, Northern Sweden, Astrid Väring, Sara
   Lidman, Kerstin Ekman, Anita Salomonsson.
   1.Introduction
   The aim of this study is to present a genre in Swedish literature that
   is well known and appreciated.
   The variation within one authors work, as well as between authors is
   shown. Literature science finds post-colonial traits in the northern
   Swedish literature (Edlund 2003). Postcolonialism in this case is an
   ambivalence between critizing the authorities from southern Sweden and
   wanting to please them. Here is an attempt to see the same literature
   from an another viewpoint. The importance of peatlands in the
   literature. A small part of this article is set aside to finding
   southern Swedish peatland literature. Explanation of the selection of
   literature is made in the method section of this article. Reviews and
   examples from the novels are presented in the result section.
   Comparison of the novels and personal comments are made in the
   discussion section.
   2. Methods
   2.1.Selection
   The selection of literature was restriced to fiction novels written in
   Swedish by Swedish writers. That means that scientific texts,
   documentary novels and poetry are excluded. Each of the studied
   authors is represented by at least two novels. It is easy to find
   novels about peatlands in northern Sweden. In addition to the authors
   chosen for this article the following writers are listed by Marklund
   (2003) in an article about mires in fiction in the county of
   Västerbotten; Birger Vikström (1954), Sigvard Karlsson (1962), Lennart
   Fricks (1977), Valdemar Lindström (1908), Linnea Fjällstedt (1975) and
   Elisabeth Rynell (1997).
   Sara Lidman (born 1923), Kerstin Ekman (born 1933) and Anita
   Salomonsson (1936) were selected for this article because they are
   active and appreciated today. Astrid Väring (1892-1978) was chosen
   because she was a pioneer in this genre, and probably a source of
   inspiration for later writers. A PhD dissertation on the works of
   Astrid Väring was written in 2003 by Karin Edlund.
   2.2.Give southern Sweden a chance
   A brief search for peatland fiction describing southern Sweden was
   made on www.altavista.se. Peatland key words should be present in the
   reviews of the books. The search words used were: myr = mire, kärr =
   fen and mosse = bog.
   3. Results
   3.1. Astrid Väring
   Astrid Värings novel Frosten was first published 1926 and the
   follow-up Vintermyren was first published 1927(Väring 1929, 1928 ).
   Frosten (The frost ), tells a about the village Tavle, which is
   divided by a mire into a poor part and a richer part. The mist from
   the mire causes frost on the acres but the mire also causes frost in
   the hearts of humans maintaining the division. A merciless tradesman
   in the Town, who is a Wärmland finn, sells food at great profit in
   order to, if possible, take over the whole village. The very same man
   also starts the first forest exploitation in the area.The father of
   the main character has an idea: the mire should be drained. The
   problem is that the poor owns most of the mire, but only those in the
   richer part have enough money to support the drainage. The father of
   the main charachter is a Christian leader on the poor side of the
   village. During an especially bad year even the richer side begins to
   care about God. During a house meeting a child comes and proclaims
   that he has found wheat flour on the beach. The people belive it and
   eat sand. Most of those who eat the sand die. On that day the main
   character Mats loses his family and his faith in God. However the
   richest farmer adopts him even though his wife doesn´t like him. As
   she sees it, the revival his father was leading caused the death of
   her son, During his time in the new home, Mats suffers much slander
   bur eventually he falls in love with the daughter of the family. She
   hesitates, however, because of her mother´s disapproval, and because
   she also has other admirers. At the end of the book she marries quite
   an old bachelor whom her mother selected for her.
   In the next book Vintermyren, (The Winter Mire) Mats studies in the
   Town. The girl he had to leave behind occupies his daydreams as a
   supernatural being from the mire. After his studies Mats has bad luck
   with his first jobs, because his opponent the trader is in control.
   After a while Mats gets employed with a competing trade company, and
   succeedes so well that he becomes a co-owner in that trade company.
   Poor people from his village comes to borrow food from him, and all he
   demand as security is the mire part of their propeties. At the same
   time, the bad guy in the story is plagued by troubles, because of bad
   investments, labour conflicts at his sawmill and Sami magic. Towards
   the end the bad tradesman is torn between a repentant mood and
   “business as usual”. Finally he commits suicide in the mire. Mats is
   able to buy the rest of the mire from the dead man´s relatives and
   starts draining the mire.
   3.2. Sara Lidman
   The first example from Sara Lidman, Hjortronlandet (Cloudberry Land),
   was published in 1956 (Lidman 1998). Hjortronlandet is about a new
   settlement in the 1920s. In contrast to the old settlers, the new
   where not allowed to own the land they used, only rent it from the
   State. At the settlement there are four families, of which there are
   three with children. The fourth family is an older couple. The mire
   causes hard work most of the time. The daughter of the most ambitous
   settler understands her father can´t be friendly even when he is
   relaxing, because he is working so much with such an anger. Every year
   the children look with expectation on the cloudberry flowers, thinking
   that this year they will get rich by selling cloudberries. However,
   most years rain destroys the flowers. When it finally is a real
   cloudberry year everybody is happy. Then there are more cloudberries
   than they can pick. Let me quote a part from a conversation when they
   are picking cloudberries.
   ”Å ha du hört att söderut där dem hava allting å vräka sig i äpplen å
   vete å rosblommer- där hava dem int snåttra!
   He jer tjänligt åt dem.” (Hjortronlandet, 1998 page 203)
   “And have you heard that down south, where they have everything and
   throw themselves in apples, wheat and roses. There they don´t have
   cloudberries.
   Serves them right. “(My translation)
   The other three novels by Lidman, Din tjänare hör, Vredens barn, and
   Nabots sten, are mainly about Didrik and his vision about a railway
   going thourg his village. The novels were published in the years
   1977,1979 and 1981. I use a recent collection print of these novells (
   Lidman 2003 a) In Didriks opion it’s unfair that southern Sweden gets
   railway funding from the common taxmoney, when
   northern Sweden only gets grants for ditching mires. He wants to put a
   railway station on a close mire, make the King come and open it and
   feel part of the real Sweden. But the reader’s first impression of
   Didrik is his nightmare about his horse dying in the mire, being
   attracted to the mire by a crane. Once that beloved horse really is in
   danger on the mire, and the the most known beggar gives his life in
   order to save the horse. Didrik’s fiancée Anna-Stava is witness to the
   event. But she doesn´t want to destroy the love Didrik has towards his
   horse, nor the reputation of the horse, so she keeps the event secret.
   3.3. Kerstin Ekman
   The first example from Kerstin Ekman is De tre små mästarna (available
   in English as Under the Snow). The novel was first published in 1961,
   I use a reprint from 2000.The death of the art teacher/painter Matti
   in Lappland, 120 km north of the Polar circle, is dismissed as
   suicide, but when a friend from Stockholm arrives, half a year later,
   the investigation starts again. The painter was sad during the last
   months of his life. One could see his sadness in his mire paintings.
   He was sad because of the disapparance of the girl he was unhappily in
   love with. But he was not sad enough to commit suicide. In the book
   there is also a murder attempt on a mire. An old Sami man knows the
   true story and when he chooses to reaveal it the case is solved.
   In Guds barmhärtighet (1999) ( The mercy of God) a young midwife moves
   from Uppsala to Jämtland, partly because her secret fiancée, the
   priest Edvard, also works in the area. The year is 1916. When she
   picks cloudberries she thinks about her beloved. However, it doesn´t
   become the two of them. She is disappointed with Edvard, because he
   keeps their relationship secret and because he cares so little about
   poor people. Edvard is replaced by Trond, a travelling tradesman, who
   doesn´t even speak standard Swedish. Trond´s father, Morten, came from
   Norway, and established the business. Sadly Morten had to kill a man
   in self-defence as he came. He hid the body in a mire and nobody could
   find it.
   3.4.Anita Salomonsson
   Genom tidens handflata (Through the palm of time) was first published
   in 1995, I use a reprint from 1997. (Salomonsson 1997) Hermine is on
   her way over the mire to her first job, a job that becomes her
   destiny. She is close to death on that mire but she chooses to call
   for help, later she wonders if she made the right choice. She becomes
   the maid to a widower, who has already three daughter the youngest
   only a baby. Hermine and the man, the watchmaker Carl –Emanuel,
   couldn´t resist each others so they had to get married. In that first
   chapter everything is seen through Hermines prespective and everything
   has to do with peatlands, even her own body, thin as the roots of
   peatland plants. In the middle chapthers the story is told from the
   man’s point of view. His thoughts are about time, his missing his
   first wife, his tenderness for Hermine, who had become his second
   wife. In the last chapter the man is dead, and Hermine is free to
   spend as much time on the mire as she wants. She feels relief, and
   some guilt about her relief, because she loved her husband very much,
   but she feels as though she didn´t get enough attention from him. The
   couple in the novel are the writer’s own grandparents, that piece of
   information is given in the preface( Andersson 1997).
   Another interesting example is Mannen på myren ( Salomonsson 1998), my
   translation of the title (The man on the mire). This is a novel that
   is only sixty pages, published with a special puplisher, that only
   published short books, that everybody would have time to read. Two
   middle-aged divorcees meet eachother in a corner shop. The man is from
   the inland of northern Sweden, and he needs milk because he has been
   on a failed date in the town, the food was too spicy. The woman
   suggests that she can visit him at his home during vacation. She
   cleans his house and they go out to pick clouldberries together. She
   especially likes picking cloudberries as she remembers being on mires
   with her grandmother, who thaught her not to complain about insects.
   However that was long ago and this time she missteps and gets water in
   her boots. One day the man’s ex-wife and daughter drop by. It turns
   out that the ex-wife wants her husband back after seven years, and
   that the man is happy to get the ex-wife back. The visiting woman
   experiences that life is as unpredictable as the mire.
   The last example from Anita Salomonsson is I själen förskräckt (Scared
   in the soul) (2000). Victoria has many fears and a longing for beauty.
   It´s important for young Victoria that cranes also have a sense of
   beauty and decorate themselves with read mud from the peatlands. She
   performs experiments in order to get a similar colour for her
   paintings. Victoria grows to become a teacher and an artist. The real
   value of her pantings is discovered vhen she is old and retired. To
   the art expert she recommends her angel pictures and her peatland
   paintings with flowering cloudberries in twilight. About her fear, the
   feeling she gets when she reads a letter from a Christian friend, who
   speculates that the leader of the lawless communists is the Lawless
   one, is compared to mistepping on a mire. The sedge tussock simply
   slides away. The introduction to that book is beautiful.
   ”Ur sina drömmar hade han skapat dem, dessa särskilda människor i
   detta särskilda landskap av berg och vatten och svarta, ändlösa myrar.
   I sitt sökande efter skönhet hade de kommit att likna honom och inför
   döden grät de, inte över livets ändlighet, utan över att tonen inom
   dem varit alltför ljuv.” ( I själen förskräckt, 2000, introduction)
   “Out of his dreams he had created them, these particular people in
   this particular landscape of mountains and water and black endless
   mires. In their search for beauty they had begun to resemble him and
   before death they cried, not because of the finity of life, but
   because the tone within them had been too sweet. “( My translation).
   3.5. The chance for southern Sweden.
   One search result using the search word mosse bog was “Ur dunkla djup
   “ (Out of Dim Depths) Brink (2000), a crime novel with bog bodies in
   the province of Skåne, the southernmost province of Sweden.The mood of
   this book seems to be quite different from that of the the northern
   litterature that describes sentiments connected to the peatland
   landscape.
   4. Discussion
   4.1. Comparing the authors
   All these authors have several themes in common. Both Christian and
   supernatural beliefs appear in their works. All have the beginning of
   forest explotation occuring in areas they had described. Pregnancies
   outside of marriage is another theme that these authors use, most of
   the cases are solved with the parents getting married, regardless of
   what they felt about that. A few of the cases of premarital
   pregnancies are not solved and that has fatal consequnces. In Väring’s
   novels there are enthocentric traits that most people today would
   disapprove of. For her it is was important to show that Västerbotten
   has a Swedish history. However she improves her describtion of the
   minorities in Vintermyren (Väring 1928) Lidman and Ekman are on the
   other hand openly supportive of the Sami people. ( Ekman 1999, Ekman
   2000, Lidman 2003 b). Salomonsson ponders the differences between male
   and female attitudes in a gentle, forgiving way. Lidman, Salomonsson
   and Väring use their own grandparents as inspiration. (Andersson 1997,
   Edlund 2003, Holm,2000) For Väring her grandfather´s diary where
   important inspiration. Like Mats Jonasson in the novels, Astrid
   Väring´s grandfather Mats Glaas, made the transition from being a
   farmer´s son, and having lost almost everything to becoming a trade
   company owner. However, it seems like her grandfather didn´t take the
   step back to agriculture ( Edlund 2003). Also Sara Lidman´s
   grandfather Erik Lidman had a vision about a railway. The whole family
   later suffered because Erik had committed economical crimes in order
   to support the railway (Holm 1998). Kerstin Ekman is from southern
   Sweden she was raised in Katrineholm, the other three authors are from
   the province of Västerbotten. (Dahlström 2000, Andersson 1997, Edlund
   2003, Holm,2000).
   4.2.Scientific motivations
   You can get as much peatland fiction from northern Sweden you want
   without having to search for it. Peatland fiction from southern Sweden
   exist, but is more difficult to find. How come?
   If you believe that postcolonial views are the main explanations you
   wouldn´t expect to find peatland fiction describing southern Sweden at
   all. Here I have chosen a scientifc perspective instead.
   There are peatlands in all parts of Sweden (Fredén 1994). Drainage for
   agriculture has occured in all parts of Sweden: Gustavsson (ed.)
   (1998) gives interesting information about the drainage in the
   Kronoberg county in southern Sweden. There the drained land became
   forested after a few year, and that was accepted. In southern Sweden
   other elements of nature, for example archipelagos and lakes and
   forests, seem to be important in the nature-inspired literature
   (Svenska Naturskyddsföreningen 2003). My internet search, however
   didn´t tell much, because the method restricted the possible results
   to 1990s and more recent. On the other hand, the works of the
   “northern” writers selected for this study have all been attracing
   attention recently. The living writers get attention because of new
   books, and Karin Edlund’s PhD-thesis about the work of Astrid Väring
   was presented last year (Edlund 2003) There is no doubt that the mires
   were important as Carex hay meadows and for picking cloudberries. I
   believe that such reasons for visiting the peatlands are important
   enough to cause the kind of literature discussed.The importance of
   haymaking on the mires in northern Sweden is documented in several
   sources, here are some examples: ecology - Elveland (1976), public
   information - Länstyrelsen i Västerbottens län (1996) and ethnology -
   Pettersson (1999).
   Cloudberries Rubus chamaemorus occurs as a plant in whole Sweden
   (Mossberg et al. 1996). However it doesn´t give as large quanties of
   berries at the same time and place in southern Sweden. The reason it
   not known. I have discussed it with some biology teachers from
   southern Sweden whom I meet on a train and they confirmed the
   observation. The pattern exists in Finland also, on 10th August 2003 I
   visited the square market in Kuopio there they sold cloudberries from
   Finnish Lappland, not local cloudberries. Probably they would keep any
   local cloudberries for themselves. Linneaus mentioned the economic
   importance of cloudberries from Västerbotten1 already in the 18th
   century in his Flora Lapponicum (von Linne´1905).
   4.3. Final words.
   During the last week before the deadline of this article I recieved a
   hint from a friend about a crime novel written by Maria Lang (1974):
   Det är ugglor i mossen. (There are owls in the bog). The plot takes
   place in Bergslagen, the mining area in central Sweden. It´s not only
   a good story in itself, but it also gives references to other peatland
   literature. The author lets one of her characters talk about another
   writer and feel euphoric about the region. That is the main effect
   also of the literature I studied, it makes you like the landscapes
   described. For future research I hope that there can be
   a comparison of literature from different parts of the peatland world.
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