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A Front Porch Travelogue

Finding Santa in Finland
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Introduction

For those not familiar with the Front Porch 
Travelers, let me take a moment to introduce 
you. They are six senior citizens who have 
become very real over the past many years 
that they’ve been presenting the travelogue for 
Activity Connection. Couples Nell and Truman 
McGiver and Bert and Ethel Davis join sisters 
Mabel and Maude Gunderson in their virtual 
adventures around the world. Click here to learn 
more about the Front Porch Travelers.

http://www.activityconnection.com/meet-the-mcgivers/
http://www.activityconnection.com/meet-the-mcgivers/
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The December holidays are a very 
special time for the Front Porch 
Travelers in that they celebrate 
all three of them—Christmas, 
Hanukkah, and Kwanzaa. This year 
they are taking the two McGiver 
great-grandchildren and their 
parents on an adventure to find 
Santa’s home, which happens to be 
located in Lapland, Finland.
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Truman Brings a Historical Perspective
Rovaniemi (ROH vuh nee yeh mee),  
partially located in the Arctic Circle, is the 
capital of Lapland and the 17th largest town 
in Finland. During December, Rovaniemi 
has an average high temperature of 20.5°F 
(–6.4°C) and an average low temperature 
of 9.5°F (–12.5°C). That kind of cold makes 
bundling up in lots of layers and staying 
indoors in front of a roaring fire seem like 
 a really good idea. 
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Lapland is a region of Finland that makes up about one-third of its 
total area. It is bordered by the countries of Norway, Russia, Sweden, 
and the Gulf of Bothnia. It is roughly the size of Belgium, Holland, and 
Switzerland all put together. Lapland is sparsely populated, but there are 
as many reindeer as there are people. 
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The locals, descendants of the 
ancient Sámi people, still carry 
on many of the traditions of their 
ancestors. However, rather than 
living in tents, most people live in 
modern housing, and only about 
10 percent still herd reindeer as 
opposed to the time when just 
about everyone did. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_rBU25yAyeI
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In the 1930s, Rovaniemi was a 
quiet trading town of around 6,000 
people. In 1939, it was invaded by 
the Russians, and a fierce battle 
ensued. In 1940, the Finns became 
allies with Germany in order to 
obtain protection against the 
Russians. The Germans built a base 
and airport in Rovaniemi, and what 
was once their barracks is now the 
site of Santa Claus Village.   
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Near the end of WWII, German 
troops virtually destroyed the 
city of Rovaniemi during their 
retreat by burning 90% of it to the 
ground. The town’s residents had 
previously been evacuated for safety 
to Sweden, but upon their return 
after the war, 279 were killed by the 
land mines the Germans had laid to 
protect their withdrawal.  
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Alvar Aalto, a Finnish architect, was 
commissioned to rebuild the city. With 
whimsy in mind, he decided it would be 
fitting to have it designed in the shape of a 
reindeer head. The town’s sports stadium 
serves as the eye, and the roads leading 
north, west, and south make up the antlers. 
Given that fact, is there any wonder Santa 
Claus chose this location for his home? 
In 1985, it was declared to be the official 
hometown of Santa Claus.

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Alvar-Aalto
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Discussion Starters

•  Have you ever been to Finland? Would you like to visit?

•  Would you like to visit the Arctic Circle? Would it be too cold and 
rugged for you?

•  The Sámi people were almost entirely dependent upon reindeer 
for their livelihood. What do you imagine a life like that would be 
like? What would be the challenges of such a remote life?
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Bert Treats Us to Trivia
I have taken over for Nell, the Trivia Queen, because she called dibs on presenting 
the part about Eleanor Roosevelt. Here are some of the fun facts I learned:

• The region of Lapland is famous for its 
“squeaky” cheese. It is aptly named because 
when chewed, it squeaks. It’s baked into a 
pie shape, cut into wedges, and served with 
cloudberry jam. Delicious!
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If you speed in Lapland, 
how much you pay if issued 
a ticket depends on your 
income. The more you make, 
the more you pay. 
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Lapland’s national costume is 
known as a gakti. The colors are 
primarily bright blue and red and 
come complete with reindeer-skin 
boots, hats, and colorful shawls. 
The costume indicates what family 
a person is from and if they are 
married or not.
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The highest percentage of people 
with blood type AB can be 
found in Lapland. People with 
this blood type are known as 
“universal recipients.” They are 
able to receive blood transfusions 
of all blood types.
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Lapland’s folklore has told the 
story of Santa-like beings for 
hundreds of years. Inspired by 
the Norse god Odin, the Yule 
Goat (the name for Santa still 
today in Finland) was said to 
deliver gifts on Midwinter’s 
night. He was assisted by little 
creatures known as tonttu, who 
are now known as Santa’s elves. 
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In the 16th century, these tales 
were combined with the story 
of St. Nicholas to create the 
modern-day Santa we now 
know and love. Thomas Nast, 
a 19th-century cartoonist for 
Harper’s Weekly magazine, 
originated the idea of the North 
Pole as Santa’s mailing address.
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Lapland became a tourist 
destination in 1957 after the 
New York Times travel section 
promoted it as “Europe’s northern 
wilderness.” Lapland promised 
to be something Americans 
had never experienced before. 
Cheaper airfares made visiting 
more feasible, and the Santa 
Claus Village was a big draw.
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From May to August in Lapland, 
the sun doesn’t set, and there is 
daylight for 21 to 24 hours each 
day. Conversely, when the sun 
sets in late November, it does 
not rise again until the middle of 
January, and it is dark for all but 
about three hours a day. 
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There are eight countries that 
extend into the Arctic Circle. 
They are Finland, Iceland, 
Greenland, Russia, Sweden, 
Norway, Canada (Yukon, 
Northwest Territories, and 
Nunavut), and the United States 
(Alaska). The Arctic Circle is 
located at the northernmost  
part of Earth.
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If all of the ice in the 
Arctic Circle were to 
melt, the global sea level 
would rise about 24 feet. 
The impact of that on the 
world would be severe. 
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There is no shortage of wildlife 
in the area—polar bears, brown 
bears, arctic fox, gray wolves, and 
lemmings are just a few of the 
creatures to call Lapland their 
home. And for dog lovers, you can 
take a dog sled ride or visit the 
husky kennel in Rovaniemi to enjoy 
a cuddle with some very cute pups. 
Nell was in heaven!
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Discussion Starters
•  Can you imagine living in a place that has both days of little sunlight 

in the winter and days of sun all day long in the summer? Which 
would you prefer?

•  When the weather is dark and gloomy for extended periods of time, 
people can suffer from seasonal affective disorder. Are you familiar 
with this? Have you ever experienced it?

•  Are you familiar with the concerns about climate change and global 
warming? What are your thoughts about it and how it is affecting the 
North Pole? 

https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/seasonal-affective-disorder/symptoms-causes/syc-20364651
https://www.livescience.com/37057-global-warming-effects.html
https://www.livescience.com/37057-global-warming-effects.html
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Nell Introduces a Distinguished Visitor

Eleanor Roosevelt has always been a 
hero of mine. Ask me anything about 
her history, and I bet I know the 
answer. Wife of President Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt and America’s 
longest-serving first lady (FDR served 
four terms), she was a fierce advocate 
for human and civil rights and a tireless 
campaigner for equality and justice. 

https://www.history.com/topics/first-ladies/eleanor-roosevelt
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After her husband’s death, she was 
appointed in 1945 by President 
Truman to be a member of the 
first U.S. delegation to the United 
Nations. She served as chairman 
of the Human Rights Commission 
and authored the United Nations 
Declaration of Human Rights. 
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Eleanor, as a member of UNRRA 
(United Nations Relief and 
Rehabilitation Administration and 
predecessor to UNICEF), paid a 
visit to Rovaniemi in 1950. Lapland 
and the town of Rovaniemi were the 
first recipients of aid provided by 
UNRRA to post-war Finland. The 
purpose of the visit was to review the 
progress made to reconstruction in 
the aftermath of the war. 
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The town of Rovaniemi began a flurry of preparations in order to be ready 
for the welcoming ceremony. The Arctic Circle cabin meant to serve as the 
post office was designed in one day and constructed in a week. Eleanor’s 
description of the visit included the fact that she mailed the first letter 
stamped from the Arctic Circle. It was addressed to President Truman. 

https://www2.gwu.edu/~erpapers/myday/displaydoc.cfm?_y=1950&_f=md001618
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The visit, important to the spirit 
of the town, was instrumental in 
encouraging visitors to the area. 
The cabin known as “Roosevelt 
Cottage” remains a part of Santa 
Claus Village and is where 
tourists shop for souvenirs and 
send a postcard home with the 
Arctic Circle postmark. 
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Many distinguished people have 
visited, including U.S. President 
Lyndon B. Johnson, Crown Prince 
Carl Gustav of Sweden, the Shah 
of Iran, and Israeli Prime Minister 
Golda Meir. The Front Porch 
Travelers were thrilled to sign the 
guest book and add our names to the 
many visitors before us. 
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Discussion Starters

• Are you, like Nell, a fan of Eleanor Roosevelt? 

•  What did you think of Eleanor Roosevelt as a first lady? Do you 
believe like many others that she was instrumental in defining and 
enhancing the position? 

•  If you were in a position of power in the government, what 
projects would you choose to take on to make a positive difference 
for your country?
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Maude Tours Lapland

Lapland is known for its subarctic 
wilderness and wildlife. Its climate is one of 
long, cold winters and short, mild summers. 
If you like to ski, there are 43 slopes and 
plenty of top-notch ski resorts. And if you 
want to see the spectacular northern lights, 
this is the place to do it.  

Here are some of the highlights of a visit 
to Lapland:
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From the end of August until 
April are the best times to see 
the northern lights, or aurora 
borealis as I prefer to call 
them. There are a number 
of luxury hotels positioned 
within good viewing distance 
for those who enjoy being 
spoiled. (And who doesn’t?) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=izPcb8etIKU
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In September, during 
the two-week period of 
time known as Ruska, the 
Lapland forests are the 
most beautiful. The vibrant 
oranges, reds, and light 
browns of the leaves are 
complemented by the deep 
greens of the plentiful pine 
and fir trees. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_X9pwdXezA4
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Cross-country skiing is a 
national pastime of Lapland. 
In many cases, it is the 
easiest way to get from one 
place to another in the snow. 
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The village of Inari is in the 
northernmost part of Lapland. 
The breathtaking scenery 
is unspoiled. We enjoyed 
learning about the Sámi 
people who live there.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Khh-zJ-ZyL0
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The northernmost zoo on the planet 
is located in the town of Ranua. There 
are some 50 different Arctic species 
housed there. We enjoyed seeing polar 
bears up close but in safety. What 
magnificent creatures! The ones in the 
zoo are the lucky ones these days, as 
those in the wild are not surviving the 
challenges of global warming and loss 
of habitat and food sources. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LDP3mZykcjo
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The Levi Ice Gallery is a cool 
hotel (literally!) where you 
can book a room for the night 
carved out of ice or just stop by 
for a drink and to admire the 
ice sculptures. It is a popular 
place for weddings. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hYsjiof_e5A
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Laplanders love their reindeer, 
and so will you. You can pet 
them, feed them, and ride in 
a sleigh pulled by them. In 
northern Lapland they are 
rounded up twice a year for a 
head count. 
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Just about as popular as reindeer 
are the husky dogs that are 
so important to Laplanders. 
A number of locals regularly 
commute by dogsled on otherwise 
impassable roads. Enjoy going 
on a dogsledding safari and, with 
a little bit of training, become a 
“musher” and drive your own 
pack of dogs.
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Discussion Starters
• Have you ever seen the northern lights? Would you like to?  

•  Can you imagine staying in a hotel made of ice? It makes me cold just 
to think about it! 

•  Would you like to ride on a dogsled? Have you ever owned a husky 
dog? What do you know about the husky breed?

https://dogtime.com/dog-breeds/siberian-husky
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Mabel Takes Us to Santa Claus Village

And now ladies and gentlemen, boys 
and girls, it’s time for the real fun with 
a trip to Santa Claus Village. Here you 
will see a line on the ground marking 
where the Arctic Circle starts. After 
crossing the line, if you’re like most 
tourists, you’ll have your picture taken 
to document the experience. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Aebt_OVEsl0
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This village, with its lights all 
around and happy people, 
seems magical no matter what 
your age. There is, of course, 
Santa, his elves, reindeer, and 
the post office where you 
can mail a postcard with the 
Arctic Circle stamp. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a_E9TBPeDl0
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There are reindeer sleigh rides 
through the woods, dogsledding 
with a team of beautiful huskies, 
snowmobiling, and a souvenir 
shop with so many fun things to 
buy. I’m here to tell you there is 
no better place to see Santa and 
get in the Christmas spirit! 
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Nell was so excited to see Santa she rushed 
over to sit on his lap and whisper her holiday 
wish list in his ear. Santa had been looking 
away, talking to one of his elves when Nell 
took him by surprise. Truman took a picture 
and captured the expression on his face. It’s 
priceless! Nell was quite the departure from the 
youngster Santa was expecting on his lap. That’s 
our Nell, though—you never know what she’s 
going to do next. 
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Discussion Starters

• Do you think you would enjoy a visit to Santa Claus Village?  

• Did you, your children, or grandchildren write letters to Santa? 
Where were they sent? 

• What are some things that put you in the holiday spirit?
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Finnish Food by Ethel

Reindeer in Lapland are not just 
Santa’s mode of transportation; 
they also serve as a major 
food source. They are served 
a number of ways, including 
steaks, dried, cured, or smoked. 
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There are no wild reindeer 
in Finland; they all belong to 
someone, but many are allowed 
to wander about wild. It was 
hard dining on something we 
had just been petting earlier in 
the day, but we were told it was 
something we should try. 
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It actually was quite good and 
tasted like venison. We ate it 
sautéed, which is prepared by 
frying thin strips of the meat in 
fat or butter and then adding beer 
or cream and cooking slowly until 
the meat is tender. It is then served 
on a bed of mashed potatoes with 
preserves and pickled cucumber.
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Moving on from reindeer, there is 
much to like about Finnish cuisine. 
Here are a few of the favorite dishes:

• Soups: Valkosipuli is a delicious 
garlic soup. Lohikeitto is salmon 
soup with cream, which was 
my personal favorite. The Finns 
love soup and have restaurants 
dedicated just to soup.
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Lapland bread cheese: Actually, 
it is a fried cheese dessert. It 
may not sound enticing, but it 
is wonderful.
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Vorschmack: This salty 
minced meat dish is quite 
heavy and best coupled 
with a beer.
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Rye bread: The best I have ever 
eaten. The Finns love rye bread 
and, in 2017, declared it the 
national food. It is often served 
with ham and cheese or butter. 
There is even a dessert known 
as Kazrelian pie, which is a rye 
crust pastry filled with a thick 
rice porridge.
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Spring potatoes and pickled 
herring: It is Finland’s favorite 
summer dish, though I consider 
herring an acquired taste. 
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The Finnish diet is heavily 
composed of fish, with salmon 
being the most popular. There 
is also fried vendace, which is a 
whitefish dredged in a mixture of 
rye and white flour and then fried 
and served with mashed potatoes.
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Lihapiirakka or meat pie: Made 
from dough that is similar to that 
of a doughnut, it is filled with 
cooked rice and minced beef and 
then fried in oil. You can have it 
for breakfast filled with sausage, 
fried egg, and pickles. There is 
also a vegan version.
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Discussion Starters

• Would you eat reindeer meat if it were offered to you?  

• Of the dishes described by Ethel, is there one or two that most 
appeal to you?  

• Do you like rye bread? What kind of sandwich do you like to eat on 
rye bread?
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We hope you enjoyed our trip to Finland and our visit to  
Santa Claus Village. Next month, we start a brand-new year.  

We look forward to more travels with you. 



Page 57

The End
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brought to you by




