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Foreword

About this book

This biography reconstructs the lives of the Peterson family through official documents—death
certificates, land registers, church books, and census records. Because history often records tragedy
more diligently than joy, this narrative focuses heavily on the hardships of pioneer life on the
Canadian Shield. While the story that survives is a tragic one, it is also a testament to Sisu—the
Finnish concept of enduring resilience. I invite you to read it as a record of the price paid by one
family to plant roots in a new land.

It has been created strictly for private, non-commercial purposes and is intended solely for family and
close friends. It is also far from done: several avenues of research remain, in particular information
from the descendants of the people in this story. If you have any feedback on anything here—from
the choices I’ve made to spelling mistakes—I would be glad to hear from you at eric@ericporter.ca.

A note on sharing

Because this document contains third-party archival materials used under the premise of private use,
it is vital that this story remains within our private circle. The sources, quotes, and images may be
subject to third-party copyright if distributed further, and friends and relatives receiving this may
not be aware of these restrictions. Please do not post, upload, or share this document in
any public forum or on social media.

Please be advised

This story contains detailed accounts of terminal illness, accidental death, and the loss of several
young children. These events reflect the harsh reality of the 1910s–1930s in remote Northern Ontario,
where the mortality rate was significantly higher than in urban centres.

Characters

In order to tell Peter’s story, we need to include everyone who played a large role in his life. He was
well connected to his family and community, and so there are a lot of characters to keep track of.

Without spoiling the story, here is the family who migrated to Canada with him:
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• Kalle and Moses: his brothers. Kalle is pronounced Call-eh; also known as Carl or Charles.

• Aino: Moses’ wife. Also called Aina.

• Sulo, Reino, Mirjam: Moses’ two sons and one daughter. Mirjam is pronounced the same
as Miriam.

• Lauri: Kalle’s son

• Anna Maria Peterson: his mother

• Anna Maria Johnson: Aino’s mother

At the end of each section, I added a family tree of the characters with the names used in that part.
Blue indicates male and pink female; grey indicates they were not in that part, and are only there
to help show the relationships.

WARNING: you will spoil events of the story if you skip ahead to the family trees. If there was
no spoiler and enough room, I put the family tree on the same page as the story.

I encourage you to take a break between sections and try to make sure you remember each character
before moving on to the next section.
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Prologue

The Fires of Midsummer

In the Finland of 1889, Midsummer meant fire.

On the eve of St. John’s Day—juhannus, the longest day of the year—the kokko (bonfire) was lit
on high ground above the water, built large enough to be seen across the lake. In central Finland,
where Karttula lay scattered among its forests and dark chains of lakes, this was the one night the
year seemed to hold its breath. Farm labourers who spent their days bent over other men’s fields
gathered from the outlying crofts and estates, drawn by the fire, the dancing, and the particular
licence the night allowed. The sky stayed gold until nearly midnight and then barely darkened at
all—this far north, true night never came—and in that long, luminous dusk the rules that governed
the rest of the year loosened their hold.1

Anna Maria Westerinen was thirty-six that summer. She had been a widow for seven years, a loinen
(landless lodger) on another family’s farm since the bankruptcy that stripped everything the year
her husband died. She had four children who carried the Karhunen name. She herself still carried
the Westerinen name, though it meant something other than it once had—no longer the wife of a
shopkeeper with silver in the house, but a woman working land that would never be hers.

The young man was nineteen. Like the son he would never name, he had been left fatherless
young—his own father, a Karttula farmer, had died when the boy was twelve, the year before Anna
Maria buried her husband.

What passed between them that summer the church books do not record. Whether they had known
each other long or met only that night, whether it was tenderness or loneliness or something with
no name at all—none of it survives. The record preserves only what followed: a child who would
arrive the next February, in the dead of a Finnish winter and weeks before his time, fighting for his
first breath before a hurried baptism could be said over him.

1Before 1955, Finland kept Midsummer on fixed dates—juhannusaatto (St. John’s Eve) on June 23 and juhannuspäivä
(St. John’s Day) on June 24; only with the 1955 almanac—on the model Sweden had adopted in 1953—was the
holiday moved to the Saturday falling between June 20 and 26 (Kysy kirjastonhoitajalta (Ask a Librarian), n.d.).
In 1889 the eve therefore fell on Sunday, June 23. The midsummer bonfire (kokko) and the night’s loosening of
ordinary social custom are long-documented features of Finnish folk practice.
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I. Karttula: The Baptism of Uncertainty

To understand the Peterson family, you must first understand Sisu. It is a Finnish word that has
no direct translation in English. While it is often approximated as “guts” or “grit,” Sisu implies
something far deeper and more primal. It is a white-knuckled form of courage that manifests only
when all hope is seemingly lost1. It is the decision to take one more breath and keep moving when
the body and mind scream to stop. For Petter Westerinen, Sisu was not just a cultural trait; it was
a survival mechanism required from his very first moment on earth.

Petter Westerinen (or Vesterinen) was born on February 13, 1890, in Karttula, Kuopio, Finland. He
was given an emergency baptism immediately following his birth2. A baptism before death was
held to be necessary—washing away Original Sin, securing the child’s place in heaven—and an
emergency baptism was performed only when there was real fear for a newborn’s life.

This struggle was his introduction to the world. It was not an easy beginning for Petter or for his
mother, Anna Maria Westerinen, who had lost her husband eight years before3. Petter was given
his mother’s surname, Westerinen, a tradition for children born out of wedlock.

Her late husband was also named Petter, and it was a poignant custom for widows to honour
a deceased spouse by bestowing his name upon a later child. During the elder Petter’s life, the
family had enjoyed a prosperity rare for the region; he was a country shopkeeper who owned gold,
silver, and boats, affording Anna Maria a life of relative comfort. During the last year of his life, a
debilitating illness made it impossible for him to maintain the business. The financial collapse was
total; the family was forced to declare bankruptcy and lost everything just ten days before he died4.
In the wake of his death, the family suffered a harsh social descent, sliding from the propertied class
to the status of loinen5,6.

Petter was born into this reality of landless farm labour eight years after his youngest brother Yrjö
was born. Kalle was his oldest brother, followed by his sister Anna, and then his brother Moses.
They were all born with the Karhunen name except for Petter7. Perhaps out of love for their mother,
they treated Petter as one of their own and they would accomplish many things together.

Petter grew up in the unchanging rhythm of a Finnish farm, where a family lived, toiled, and raised
its children on land it would never own. The other constant was the Lutheran Church. The Church
kept excellent records, and so every year of Petter’s life was recorded in the church records from
birth until emigration.

1(Raiskila 2018)
2(Karttulan seurakunta (Karttula Parish) 1890b)
3(Karttulan seurakunta (Karttula Parish) 1882)
4(Hellström 1882)
5(Karttulan seurakunta (Karttula Parish) 1890b)
6(Kielitoimiston Sanakirja 2024)
7(Karttulan seurakunta (Karttula Parish) 1890a)
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From 1902 to 1910, the brothers left Karttula one by one, moving south-east across the country to
the region of Ruokolahti, where they found new work on a different farm. Moses was the first to
go—married to Aino in October 1902, he had settled in Ruokolahti by 19058—followed by Yrjö,
and then Petter in 19109,10. Kalle joined them as well11, and the four brothers remained together
in Ruokolahti for a time, likely supporting one another as they worked and planned their futures.
What finally set them looking abroad the record doesn’t say—but in a land where the work passed
down and the title never did, the pull of acres they could call their own needs little explanation.
They would carry their Sisu across an ocean to meet a great adversary—and to win land of their
own.

Family Tree

8(Ruokolahden seurakunta (Ruokolahti Parish) 1910)
9(Karttulan seurakunta (Karttula Parish) 1910)

10(Ruokolahden seurakunta (Ruokolahti Parish) 1912a)
11(Ruokolahden seurakunta (Ruokolahti Parish) 1912b)
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Research

Figure 1: Petter Westerinen’s 1890 birth and baptism record, Karttula

SUMMARY

This syntyneet ja kastetut (birth and baptism) record shows that on February 13, 1890, Petter,
male, avioton (illegitimate), was born to Anna Maria Westerinen, 27-years-old, loinen (landless
lodger) in Karttula. An emergency baptism was performed by Petter Karttunen, which was
confirmed on March 9, with Anna Raatikainen as a witnessa.

a(Karttulan seurakunta (Karttula Parish) 1890b)

NOTE
The term avioton is penned in the month column of the left side between two slashes. It was difficult
to understand that it is not a month, but in fact describes Petter’s birth. This record points to page
626 of the Karttula Lastenkirja (children’s book) where we will find his family.
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Figure 2: The elder Petter Karhunen’s 1882 death record

SUMMARY

This kuolleet (death) record shows that on August 3, 1882, Petter Karhunen, born 1848,
33-years-8-months-26-days-old, male, nainut (married), maakauppias (country shopkeeper),
from Karttula, died of keuhkotauti (lung disease, i.e. tuberculosis) and was buried on August
8a.

a(Karttulan seurakunta (Karttula Parish) 1882)

NOTE
This record also points to page 626 of the Karttula Lastenkirja (children’s book) where we find the
family he left behind.
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Figure 3: 1882 Savo newspaper notice of Petter Karhunen’s bankruptcy estate sale

SUMMARY

This newspaper clipping from Savo is a notice of the bankruptcy estate sale of Petter Karhunen
of Karttula, scheduled to take place on July 24 at 10 am on-site at the Keihäslahti marketplacea.

a(Hellström 1882)

TRANSLATION

Shop assistant Petter Karhunen’s bankruptcy estate in Karttula: work, driving, room, and
kitchen [items], as well as silver and gold items, carts, cloth, and boats etc. movable property
will be sold on-site at the Keihäslahti marketplace, on Monday, July 24th starting from 10
a.m. In Karttula, July 1st, 1882. Wilh. Hellström, administrator.

NOTE
This bankruptcy represents the turning point for the family when they began the “social slide” into
farm labour.

The above death record and estate sale notice present a tragic timeline. As his health failed, the
business likely crumbled due to neglect, leading to bankruptcy. In the final days of his illness, while
he was still on his deathbed, the bankruptcy sale was held and his possessions sold off. Tuberculosis
was a deadly illness. The only reprieve would be if his family shielded him from the crumbling world
around him, but the timing of his death suggests not. He likely knew what was happening; he died
only ten days later.
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Figure 4: Karttula lastenkirja (children’s book) record of the Nurkkala farm household

SUMMARY

This Karttula lastenkirja (Children’s book) record shows the household at farm No. 11
Nurkkala in Karttula, listing Anna Maria Vesterinen (born 1855) as the wife of cottager Petter
Karhunen. Below her name are four older children—Kalle, Anna, Moses, and Yrjö—followed
by the entry for Petter Annanpoika Westerinen, who is recorded as born on February 13, 1890,
and explicitly distinguished as avioton (illegitimate)a.

a(Karttulan seurakunta (Karttula Parish) 1890a)

TRANSCRIPTION

Name Relationship Sex Born (or Baptized?)
Kalle Karhunen Petter’s son male April 29, 1874
Anna Karhunen Petter’s daughter female January 13, 1878
Moses Karhunen Petter’s son male November 21, 1879
Yrjö Karhunen Petter’s son male October 11, 1881
Petter Westerinen Anna Maria’s son male March 9, 1890

NOTE
V and W appear to be interchangeable.
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Figure 5: Karttula rippikirja (communion book) listing the Karhunen family, 1910

SUMMARY

This Karttula rippikirja (communion book) record identifies the family of Pekka Karhunen
and Anna Maria Westerinen having children Moses, Yrjö, and Pekka Westerinen in 1910. In
the right-most column, we can see that the brothers Moses, Yrjö, and Pekka [Petter] moved
to Ruokolahtia.

a(Karttulan seurakunta (Karttula Parish) 1910)

NOTE
Their children Anna and Kalle are notably missing, but being the oldest, they got married and moved
with their new families.

Figure 6: Ruokolahti communion book record for Moses Karhunen and wife Aina

SUMMARY

This Ruokolahti rippikirja (communion book) record identifies Moses Pekkanpoika Karhunen
and vaimo (wife) Aina Juhontytär as having married on October 19, 1902, arrived in 1905
and moved to [North] Am[erica] in 1910a.
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a(Ruokolahden seurakunta (Ruokolahti Parish) 1910)

TRANSCRIPTION

Poissa kutsunnasta 1902

TRANSLATION

Absent from the draft [conscription] in 1902.

NOTE
Juhontytär = Juho + tytär (Juho’s daughter). Juho can be translated to Johan or John. Later
in her life, she appears with last names Johansson and Johnson and this is where they come from.
Coincidentally, we will later see their son Sulo get mistranscribed as Johan (Sulo → Juho → Johan)
during their voyage to Canada.
Aino’s own records bear this out. Her Asikkala birth record names her father as the työmies (labourer)
Johan Johansona, and the family’s page in the Ruokolahti communion book (Siitola 4) records him
in full as Juho Fredrik Juhonpoika (1844–1903), with his wife Anna Maria Kaarlentytär, born
1842, and their daughter Ainab. The full name explains why Aino’s later Canadian records call her
father both John Johnson (her 1927 death registration) and Frederick Johnston (her 1919 marriage
affidavit)—all correct variations of the same man. Kaarlentytär (Carl’s daughter) likewise surfaces as
Anna Mary Carlson on that affidavit, and the HisKi index of Anna Maria’s baptism—born May 19,
1842, to the crofter Carl Andersson—places her at the Hirvensalo croft in Paaso, the farm name that
appears beside her in the Afterword’s family treec. (The communion book enters her birthday as April
14, 1842; this book follows the baptism index’s May 19.)
The conscription note is a fascinating historical detail. In the early 1900s, Finland was under Russian
rule (the “First Period of Oppression”). In 1901, a new Conscription Act was passed that forced Finns
to serve in the Russian Imperial Army, which many Finns considered illegal and unconstitutional. In
response, a widespread Conscription Strike (kutsuntalakko) occurred. In 1902, thousands of Finnish
men refused to show up for the draft as a form of passive resistance / civil disobedienced. This note
indicates that Moses was one of those men who refused to attend the Russian military call-up.

a(Asikkalan seurakunta (Asikkala Parish) 1881)
b(Ruokolahden seurakunta (Ruokolahti Parish) 1909)
c(HisKi Project, Genealogical Society of Finland 1842)
d(Wikipedia 2025, “Kutsuntalakko”)

Figure 7: Ruokolahti communion book record for Pekka (Petter) Karhunen
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SUMMARY

This Ruokolahti rippikirja (Communion book) record identifies Pekka Anna Marianpoika
Karhunen ennen (formerly) Vesterinen, löysä (itinerant labourer), as having arrived on June
10, 1910, and moved to [North] Am[erica] in 1912a.

a(Ruokolahden seurakunta (Ruokolahti Parish) 1912a)

NOTE
This record suggests Petter adopted the last name Karhunen and he will later apply for a passport
using this last name. Note that Pekka is interchangeable with Petter in Finland.

Figure 8: Ruokolahti communion book record for Kalle Karhunen

SUMMARY

This Ruokolahti rippikirja (communion book) record identifies Kalle Pekkanpoika Karhunen,
löysä (itinerant labourer), from Karttula, as moved to [North] Am[erica] in 1912. His late wife
Olga Juvonen, from Johannes, died on July 3, 1911a.

a(Ruokolahden seurakunta (Ruokolahti Parish) 1912b)

NOTE
Olga was born on December 3, 1880, at Pukkisaari in the Johannes parisha. She and Kalle married
in 1899: their banns were read in Wiipuri that June and Julyb,c, the wedding was announced in the
newspaper Wiipuri on July 16d, and in August the couple applied for their moving certificatee.

a(Johanneksen seurakunta (Johannes Parish) 1880)
b(Wiipuri 1899a)
c(Wiipuri 1899b)
d(Wiipuri 1899d)
e(Wiipuri 1899c)
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II. The Call of the Canadian Shield

Content Warning: Terminal Illness and Death

Waiting for them across the ocean was the Canadian Shield. To those who haven’t stood on it, the
Shield is a vast collar of Precambrian rock wrapping around Hudson Bay. But to the settler, it is an
ancient, unforgiving beast. Scraped clean by glaciers eons ago, it is a landscape of jagged granite,
black water, and deceptively thin soil1,2. It is a place of breathtaking beauty that demands a high
price for survival. It does not give life easily; it must be wrestled from the stone. This was the
landscape waiting for the Finns.

The opportunity for Finnish immigration was set in motion years earlier, in 1868, when the Legislative
Assembly of Ontario passed The Free Grants and Homesteads Act3. The Act as passed offered
a settler of eighteen a free 100 acres—200 to the head of a family—in the townships the Crown
opened for settlement, earned by clearing and cultivating the land, building a habitable house, and
living on it. Over the following decades the scheme was carried across the districts of the north,
and by the time the advertisements reached Finland the free grant in the Thunder Bay country
stood at 160 acres4. The rugged terrain of the Canadian Shield in the Thunder Bay5 area proved to
be a natural and immediate fit for the Finns, who centred their community there. They saw this
homesteading program as a test of the national grit, of Sisu itself—a test made for a farming culture
already accustomed to working in the hard conditions of the North.

Rail lines and shipping companies advertised the program everywhere they could; these are the
kinds of advertisements Petter and his family would have seen.

1(Britannica 2025)
2(Harris 2010)
3(Ontario 1868)
4As passed in 1868, the Act granted 100 acres to any settler eighteen or older—200 to the head of a family—with the

patent earned by settlement duties (Ontario 1868). By the 1897 consolidation the free-grant territory was defined
as the Districts of Algoma, Thunder Bay, Rainy River and Nipissing (with parts of the Ottawa–Georgian Bay
country); the statute capped a location at two hundred acres and left the working amounts to Order-in-Council
regulations, while the companion Rainy River Act fixed the family grant at a 160-acre quarter section outright
(R.S.O. 1897, c. 29, ss. 4, 6; c. 30, s. 5) (Ontario 1897). The Thunder Bay townships were surveyed and granted
on the same standard—the round 160 acres the advertisements promised; Peter’s own patent, for the surveyed
south half of Lot 6, Concession 4, ran to 155½ acres “be the same more or less,” and Moses’ half-lot next door to
173 (Ontario Land Registry Office 55 1916a, 1919).

5(Turner et al. 2015)
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Figure 1: CP Rail advertisement enticing Finns to emigrate to Canada

SUMMARY

A Canadian Pacific Railway agent from Christiania (now Oslo) posted this enticing advertise-
ment to Finns:

TRANSLATION

Travel to sun-rich Canada and become rich! Every male person over 18 years receives for free
160 acres of easily cultivable land.a

a(N. 1895)

Figure 2: Finland Steamship Company advertisement for free Canadian land
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SUMMARY

The Finland Steamship Limited Company posted a slightly more restrained advertisement:

TRANSLATION

Canada. Every male person who has turned 18 years old can receive 160 acres of easily
cultivable land.a

a(Suomen Höyrylaiva Osakeyhtiö 1895)

While the program was popular, some Finns were skeptical. Governments warned of dishonest
solicitations—one German warning was reprinted in the Finnish press—and anyone familiar with
Thunder Bay will know that they were right to be skeptical. The real swindler was the Shield itself,
a landscape of rock and unforgiving cold. But the Finns, armed with Sisu, marched willingly to
meet it.

Figure 3: Finnish newspaper article: ‘Warning against migrating to Canada’

SUMMARY

This article, “Warning against migrating to Canada,” was a Finnish reprint of a German
government warning. The article goes on to call the Canadian Government, the Canadian

18



Pacific Railway (CPR), and the English Steamship Lines ringleaders of the dishonest solicitation
of 160 acres of free landa.

a(Uusi Aura 1900)

Moses’ Voyage: The Scouts

Moses jumped on the opportunity. On April 25, 1910, the whole household—Moses, his wife Aino,
her mother Anna Maria Johnson, and the children Sulo, Reino, and Mirjam—took out passports
together, planning to set out at once6,7. In the end only Moses departed on schedule. Likely due to
Anna Maria experiencing early stages of an illness that would soon fall upon her, the rest of the
family delayed their journey until later that year.

On April 27, only two days after receiving his passport, Moses boarded the Titania from Hanko,
Finland, to the UK8. He arrived in Hull and on May 7 he departed from Glasgow on the Pretorian
to Canada9. On May 16, he arrived in Quebec City and then rode the Canadian Pacific Railway to
Port Arthur10.

In Port Arthur, Moses’ first task was to find a place to live and a way to earn. The land would feed
a family but pay no wages, and on his manifest Moses had named his intended Canadian occupation
not as a farmer but as a railway labourer11—the cash-paying foothold that drew so many Finns to
the Lakehead before they could prove up a homestead. He likely rented a room in the boarding
house at 335 Foley Street12, situated in the heart of the Finlandia neighbourhood13, in time for the
rest of his family to join him.

On August 3, Aino, her mother, and the three children boarded the Titania out of Hanko14; on
August 12, the Empress of Britain out of Glasgow15; on August 18 they reached Quebec City and
rode the Canadian Pacific Railway to Port Arthur16.

Reunited, the family settled into their rented rooms in Port Arthur while Moses turned to his main
objective: securing land of their own. This was not something a newcomer could claim on arrival.
The Crown kept two doors open to an actual settler—the free-grant location ticket, the permit that
made a settler a locatee, the tenant-in-waiting of a parcel he could one day own, or an outright
purchase at settler’s prices, carrying the same demand for labour—and either way a man had to
establish himself first: find paid work, learn the lay of the country, and scout the ground worth
committing years of labour to. So while the homestead was always the goal, it lay a couple of years
off; for now, Moses laboured and searched.

6(Viipurin lääninhallitus (Provincial Government of Viipuri) 1910a)
7(Viipurin lääninhallitus (Provincial Government of Viipuri) 1910b)
8(Finland Steamship Company 1910b)
9(Board of Trade 1910b)

10(Immigration Branch, Department of Interior, Canada 1910b)
11(Immigration Branch, Department of Interior, Canada 1910b)
12(Registrar General of Ontario 1911b)
13(Finlandia Neighbourhood 2009)
14(Finland Steamship Company 1910a)
15(Board of Trade 1910a)
16(Immigration Branch, Department of Interior, Canada 1910a)
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In May 1911, as the spring thaw softened a country the family had barely gained a foothold in,
Aino was pregnant with the family’s first Canadian-born child17. In the same season, a shadow fell
over the household: the death registration would later record her mother, Anna Maria Johnson, as
suffering six months of stomach cancer18—placing its onset around this spring.

Just as Aino’s body began to nurture the family’s future, her mother’s body began to fail. If this
was the same illness that had delayed the family’s voyage a year before, it had now turned grave.

17(Registrar General of Ontario 1911b)
18(Registrar General of Ontario 1911a)
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Research

Figure 4: 1910 Finnish passport register (Aino’s mother Anna Maria Johansson)

SUMMARY

This Finnish passport register shows that on April 25, 1910, passport number 1157 was issued
to Aino’s mother Anna Maria Johanssona. Next it shows that passport number 1158 was
issued to Karhunen, Mooses, työmies (labourer), vaimo (wife) Aina, lapset (children) Sulo
Veikka, Reino Mooses and Mirjam for 5 marks, 28 penniesb.
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a(Viipurin lääninhallitus (Provincial Government of Viipuri) 1910a)
b(Viipurin lääninhallitus (Provincial Government of Viipuri) 1910b)

NOTE
Notice how the “j” in Mirjam looks like a “g.” During the family’s journey there were many spelling
errors, mistranscriptions, and mistranslations because they could not speak English.

Figure 5: 1910 UK passenger leaving list for Moses Karhunen (ship Pretorian)

SUMMARY

This UK passenger leaving list shows that on May 7, 1910, Moses Karhunen boarded the
ship Pretorian from Glasgow, UK to Canada, ticket number 873, lab[ourer], 31-year-old male,
unaccompanieda.

a(Board of Trade 1910b)
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Figure 6: 1910 Canadian passenger list: Moses Karhunen arrives in Quebec City

SUMMARY

This Canada passenger list shows that on May 16, 1910, Moses Karhunen arrived in Quebec
City from the ship Pretorian, ticket number 873, 31-year-old male, Finnish, a labourer whose
declared intended occupation in Canada was railway labourer (R.R.D. Lab.), Lutheran, bound
for Port Arthur, via the Canadian Pacific Railwaya.

a(Immigration Branch, Department of Interior, Canada 1910b)

Figure 7: 1910 UK leaving list for Aino, her mother, and children
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SUMMARY

This UK passenger leaving list shows that on August 12, 1910, A[ino] Karhunen, her mother
A[nna] Johnson, and her children [Sulo], R[eino] and M[irjam] boarded the ship Empress of
Britain from Glasgow, UK to Canada, ticket number 146959a.

a(Board of Trade 1910a)

NOTE
Notice the capital S for Sulo has been miswritten as a J. This is a common transcription error. Also
Mirjam’s age is 9 months and correctly under the female column (this will change later). She was
actually 12 months old at this time. The discrepancy in age suggests they may have offered an incorrect
age to secure a travel discount.

Figure 8: 1910 Canadian passenger list: Aino and family arrive

SUMMARY

This Canada passenger list shows that on August 18, 1910, A[ino] Karhunen, her mother
Ann[a] Maria Johnson, and her children [Sulo], R[eino] and M[irjam] arrived in Quebec City
from the ship Empress of Britain, ticket number 156159, headed for Port Arthura.

a(Immigration Branch, Department of Interior, Canada 1910a)

NOTE
This is a great example of how difficult it can be to find ancestral records. Nobody in the family spoke
English at the time and so we are dealing with misspellings, mistranscriptions, and mistranslations.
Anna Maria is the most accurate record. She was widowed and her age is off by only a couple years.
Here is what I think happened for the rest. In hasty cursive, the sequence of the lowercase letters ‘i’
and ‘n’ in Aina likely merged together to visually resemble the descending loop of a ‘g’, resulting in
the transcription Aga. The decorative upper loop of the capital ‘S’ in Sulo was confused with a capital
‘J’, and a sloppy cursive loop on the ‘l’ made it look like ‘h’ leading the clerk to read it as “Juho” and
then translate it to the Swedish form Johan. The handwriting for Reino was ambiguous enough that
the clerk defaulted to the phonetically similar Swedish name Ragni, a known name that matched the
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visual shape of the letters. The descending tail of the lowercase ‘j’ in the passport spelling of Mirjam
was misread as a ‘g’, causing the clerk to transcribe the name as the Swedish variant Magnil. Another
error you will notice is Mirjam’s age became 7 months and she was moved into the male column. 7s
do look like 9s and they likely guessed the infant’s gender because of the language barrier. Even the
ticket number is off by a couple of digits. But it’s the same ship they left the UK from and all of the
important discriminating digits match.

Petter’s Voyage: The Reinforcement

By the summer of 1911, the Canadian experiment needed more than a pioneer; it needed hands.
Moses had broken the ground, and it fell to the youngest of the brothers to follow. At twenty-one,
Petter crossed not as a dreamer chasing free land but as a reinforcement called up to steady a
position already under strain—and he crossed alone. He boarded the Titania from Hanko to the
UK on June 21, 191119; the Tunisian from Liverpool to Canada on June 3020; and on July 9 he
arrived in Quebec and rode the Canadian Pacific Railway west to Port Arthur to meet his brother21.
The records barely caught him at all: the UK leaving list enters the young labourer as Spin[ster],
female—reducing the family’s newest worker to a slip of the pen before he had even landed22.

If Petter crossed expecting to join a thriving settlement, what greeted him instead was a home
heavy with contradiction. He arrived in the Finlandia neighbourhood, the Finnish heart of Port
Arthur, where the family had taken rooms on Foley Street. His sister-in-law Aino met him visibly
pregnant with the family’s first Canadian-born child, while her mother, Anna Maria Johnson, was
visibly fading from stomach cancer. The household Petter had been called to reinforce was keeping
two opposite vigils at once—one for a coming birth, one for an approaching death. He took his
own room nearby, likely in a boarding house—the one Port Arthur address later recorded for him
is 28 Centre Street23—and bent to the work he had come for. Where Moses had declared himself
a railway labourer on his way to the rail-built Lakehead, Petter’s manifest named only a plain
labourer24—a fitting distinction, for he had been summoned to his brother’s homestead rather than
the rail line, and labour was the plainest thing the family needed.

The cycle of life and death turned rapidly that autumn. On October 23, 1911, Aino gave birth to a
son, Urho Olavi25. What his arrival brought to those rooms, no record says—but joy and grief must
have been hard to tell apart.

Anna Maria outlived the birth by only two weeks. On November 8, after two months of medical
care, she died of heart failure26. The infant Urho had arrived just in time to replace the matriarch.
But as the family would soon discover, the Shield was not yet satisfied with the exchange.

19(Finland Steamship Company 1911)
20(Board of Trade 1911)
21(Immigration Branch, Department of Interior, Canada 1911)
22(Board of Trade 1911)
23(Ontario Land Registry Office 55 1916a)
24(Immigration Branch, Department of Interior, Canada 1911)
25(Registrar General of Ontario 1911b)
26(Registrar General of Ontario 1911a)
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Research

Figure 9: 1911 Finnish passport register for Petter Karhunen

SUMMARY

This Finnish passport register shows that on May 3, 1911, Petter Karhunen, male, työmies
(labourer), of Ruokolahti, born 1890, Lutheran religion, destination Amerikka (America), was
issued passport number 788 in Viipuri for 4 marks, 32 penniesa.

a(Viipurin lääninhallitus (Provincial Government of Viipuri) 1911)
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Figure 10: 1911 UK leaving list for Pekka Westerinen (ship Tunisian)

SUMMARY

This UK passenger leaving list shows that on June 30, 1911, Pekka Westerinen boarded the
ship Tunisian from Liverpool to Quebec, ticket number 149615a.

a(Board of Trade 1911)

NOTE
He was incorrectly noted as Spin[ster] / female. This was a typo. He should have been noted as
Lab[ourer] / male.

Figure 11: 1911 Canadian passenger list: Pekka Westerinen arrives in Quebec City
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SUMMARY

This Canadian passenger list shows that on July 9, 1911, Pekka Westerinen, 21-year-old, male,
labourer, arrived in Quebec City from the ship Tunisian, ticket number 91813, to meet his
brother in Port Arthura.

a(Immigration Branch, Department of Interior, Canada 1911)

NOTE
While the ticket number doesn’t match his record on the UK leaving list, it is the same ship.

Figure 12: 1911 Port Arthur birth registration for Urho Olavi Peterson
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SUMMARY

This Port Arthur, Thunder Bay District birth registration, number 049954, shows that on
October 23, 1911, Urho Olavi Peterson, male, was born at 335 Foley Street to father Moses
Peterson, labourer, and mother Aino Johnson, housewife, married in Finland on November
19, 1903a. His birth was certified by Rev[erend] Peter Wuori in Port Arthur on November 20,
1911, who went on to serve as president of the National Evangelical Lutheran Church, the
Finnish-American Lutheran body, from 1914 to 1918b.

a(Registrar General of Ontario 1911b)
b(Austermann 1970)

NOTE
335 Foley Street may have been their residence, or it may have been where the Finnish residents of the
Finlandia neighbourhood went to give birth.
The registration’s “married in Finland on November 19, 1903” is the informant’s slip. The Ruokolahti
communion book records the marriage on October 19, 1902, and Urho Mauno’s 1913 birth registration
gives October 19, 1903. This book follows the communion book, the record made closest to the event.
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Figure 13: 1911 Port Arthur death registration for Annie Johnson
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SUMMARY

This Port Arthur, Thunder Bay District death registration, number 030500, shows that on
November 8, 1911, Annie Johnson, female, widow, housekeeper, died at 349 Foley Street, Port
Arthur from heart failure that lasted 24 hours due to cancer of the stomach that lasted six
months. From September 10 to November 8 she was attended by Dr. G[eorge] E. Eakinsa,
who was president of the Thunder Bay Historical Society from 1933 to 1934 and president of
the Thunder Bay Medical Society in 1915, 1925 and 1936b.

a(Registrar General of Ontario 1911a)
b(Thunder Bay Museum 1872)

NOTE
It is because both this death and Urho’s birth happened on Foley Street that suggests Moses and his
family rented a house on this street or close by. This would situate them in the Finlandia neighbourhood
of Port Arthura. 349 was also the address of Aino’s brother Victor Johnson in later years. So perhaps
the Johnsons rented the room in this boarding house together.

a(Finlandia Neighbourhood 2009)

Kalle’s Voyage: The Rear Guard

Having buried his first wife, Olga, in Finland just a year prior, Kalle gathered the remaining pieces
of the family for the crossing. But this was not a journey of desperation; it was a journey of
reunification.

From where Kalle stood, the “Canadian experiment” was working. His brother Moses had gone
ahead to break ground, and Petter had arrived to assist. Most promising of all was the news from
across the ocean: Moses and Aino had a healthy son, Urho, nearly a year old—and, though no letter
could yet have carried it, another child was already on the way. To the family back in Finland, the
news likely signalled that the Karhunen bloodline was successfully taking root in the new world.

On July 31, 1912, he boarded the Arcturus with his mother Anna Maria, son Lauri, and Petter’s
intended, Hilda, from Hanko, Finland27.

They arrived in Hull, UK, and on August 4 boarded the Royal George from Bristol to Canada28.
On August 14, they arrived in Quebec City. But before they could get off the ship Anna and Hilda
were detained29.

While Kalle, as an able-bodied man, and his son, Lauri, were cleared to enter, Anna and Hilda
needed to be sponsored by a resident to immigrate. Petter would be able to sponsor his mother
Anna; for Hilda, his intended, it was enough for the family to come forward and vouch that she
would not become a public charge. The manifest bears this out, recording the two women released to
join the brother already settled at Port Arthur, with Hilda still entered as Miss, spinster, domestic.
No wedding was required to free her, and none is recorded; Peter and Hilda would live as husband

27(Finland Steamship Company 1912)
28(Board of Trade 1912)
29(Immigration Branch, Department of Interior, Canada 1912)
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and wife in the manner of their Red Finn community, without a certificate to mark it30. From
Quebec, they rode the Canadian Northern Railway to Port Arthur to meet Moses31.

With the immigration hurdle cleared, the deployment was complete: the Scouts had gone ahead in
1910, the Reinforcement had followed in 1911, and now, in 1912, the Rear Guard had landed—the
whole crossing accomplished in three staggered waves. The family turned their focus entirely to
the land—and to the years of unrelenting labour that securing it would demand. Embracing a
new identity along with their new country, they all became the Petersons32—a name Moses had
already been using on Canadian records since at least 1911—and Petter Westerinen became Peter
Peterson.

Family Tree

30I have spent considerable time looking for a record of a marriage and have found none—not in Ontario, not in
Finland, and not in the Montreal or Quebec City church registers where a wedding at the port would most likely
have been entered. The genealogist I have corresponded with goes further and doubts there was ever a formal
wedding at all, and the longer I have looked the more I have come to share his view. The 1912 manifest releases
Hilda to a relative without any amendment to her single status, the one Lutheran parish that ought to hold a
marriage record has none, and couples living as husband and wife without a certificate were common among the
radical “Red Finns” who built Tarmola. I have therefore chosen to tell their story as an unsolemnized union rather
than a port wedding; I weigh this against the later sworn records that treat them as married, and explain the
choice in full in The Question of Peter and Hilda’s Marriage.

31(Immigration Branch, Department of Interior, Canada 1912)
32Peterson is the anglicization of Pekkanpoika (Peter’s son).
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Research

Figure 14: 1912 UK leaving list for Kalle, Anna, Hilda, and Lauri Peterson

SUMMARY

This UK passenger leaving list shows that on August 4, 1912, Kalle Peterson, male, 30, Anna
Peterson, 49, female, Hilda Peterson, 20, female, and Lauri Peterson, 6, male, of Finland,
arrived in Hull, UK, and then boarded the ship Royal George from Bristol to Quebec, ticket
number 3774, 3rd classa.

a(Board of Trade 1912)

NOTE
It erroneously shows that Kalle and Anna are married. Anna was Kalle’s mother. Hilda was Peter’s
future wife. Lauri was Kalle’s son. The ages are off too: Kalle, born in 1874, was 38, not 30, and Anna
Maria, born in 1853, was 59, not 49—one more record placing her birth a decade late (see the note on
her death registration).
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Figure 15: 1912 Canadian passenger list: Kalle Peterson and family arrive

SUMMARY

This Canada passenger list shows that on August 14, 1912, Kalle Peterson, male, 30, labourer,
Ms. Anna Peterson, 49, female, widow, housekeeper, Miss Hilda Peterson, 20, female, spinster,
domestic, and Lauri Peterson, 6, male, scholar, of Finland, Lutheran, arrived in Quebec City
from the ship Royal George, ticket number 3774, to meet Kalle’s brother in Port Arthur via
the C.N.R. Like Moses before him, Kalle declared his intended occupation in Canada as a
railway labourer. However, Anna and Hilda were detaineda.

a(Immigration Branch, Department of Interior, Canada 1912)

NOTE
Kalle, being an able-bodied adult male, would have been allowed to immigrate with his son Lauri.
Anna and Hilda needed to wait for Petter or Moses to sponsor them.
Read closely, this single page was written in several hands at different moments. The first is the
purser’s: the original entries listing the family as they boarded—Kalle a labourer, Anna a widowed
housekeeper, Hilda a Miss, spinster and domestic. The second belongs to the inspecting officer at
Quebec, who struck a bold DETAINED across Anna’s and Hilda’s lines—and theirs alone—flagging
the two unsponsored women before the Board of Inquiry ever convened. The third is heavier, darker
ink entered around the hearing: a relative-to-join disposition reading “to Brother, R.R. Lab.”—released
to join the brother already established as a railway labourer at Port Arthur. Tellingly, this disposition
leaves Hilda’s entry exactly as written, Miss / spinster / domestic; nothing on the page amends her to
a wife.
A later hand annotated the manifest decades after the crossing. Faint verification marks—dated to
late 1926 and again to 1944 (24-8-44, 2-9-44 ), with check marks set against the family’s lines—record
occasions when a government office pulled this very sheet to confirm a date of landing. Such verifications
were demanded when an immigrant applied for naturalization, a passport, or an Old Age Pension;
the 1944 cluster fits Kalle precisely, who turned seventy—the pension age—that year. Each mark
is a thread still to be pulled: the verifications point to separate files (the naturalization records of
1915–1951 are indexed at Library and Archives Canada) that may yet name dates, residences, and kin
not captured here.
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III. Land and Loss in Tarmola

Content Warning: Terminal Illness, Death, and Child Loss

Taking Root

The family established their homesteads in adjacent lots in the Tarmola settlement of Gorham
Township, effectively surrounding themselves with kin. Peter and Hilda settled in Lot 6, Concession
4 to the north, while Moses, Aino, and the other Petersons moved into Lot 6, Concession 3 directly
to the south. To the east of Peter, Aino’s brother Victor Johnson had also claimed a parcel, widening
the family’s hold on the new land.

Taking up this land was itself the fruit of their first years in Canada. Moses had landed in 1910
and Peter in 1911, and only after establishing themselves—earning wages, learning the land, and
choosing their parcels—could they commit. And they went in by different doors: Moses contracted
with the Crown to buy his parcel outright at fifty cents an acre, while Peter, a year behind him,
took the free-grant road and was located as a locatee—the tenant-in-waiting of Crown land he did
not yet own. Either way, the long clock toward ownership began to run1.

In August 1912, Kalle arrived with the “Rear Guard,” completing the family unit. For a brief
moment, the family must have felt invincible. The brothers were reunited, and the house was full of
life. But the land they had come for would feed a family, not pay one; to secure the cash that tools
and taxes would demand, Peter and Kalle joined the crews of the Onion Lake Log Drive2.

Aino was not only raising the toddler Urho, but she was also quietly carrying the future. Based on
birth records, she would have been early in her pregnancy with her second Canadian-born child3.
To Kalle, arriving from the old country, the scene must have looked like the ultimate proof of their
success: a family not merely surviving the new world but growing in it.

The commitment came within weeks. On September 11, four weeks after the Rear Guard landed,
Moses signed with the Crown for the family’s first parcel. The ground was theirs to break at last.

Then, on October 26, just three days after his first birthday, Moses and Aino’s son Urho died—three
weeks of what the registration calls intestinal indigestion, four hours of heart failure at the end of
it—at 335 Foley Street, in the house where he had been born4. The infant who had replaced the

1The instruments carry the dates and the two routes: Moses took up the north half of Lot 6, Concession 3, by a
Crown sale dated September 11, 1912—four weeks after the Rear Guard landed (Ontario Land Registry Office
55 1919); Peter was located on the south half of Lot 6, Concession 4, as a free-grant settler on October 8, 1913,
under the new Public Lands Act of 1913 (Ontario Land Registry Office 55 1916a). Nothing older survives in the
registry—the patents themselves are what let this history be dated backward.

2(Ranta 1976, 34)
3(Registrar General of Ontario 1913)
4(Registrar General of Ontario 1912)
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matriarch was gone. And Aino was left to grieve the son she had lost while carrying the son who
would replace him.

On March 19, 1913, that replacement arrived. Aino gave birth to Urho Mauno5. His birth was
a defiant answer to the land that had taken his brother, but he was born into a house that now
understood the precariousness of their tenure.

In order for the Crown land to become theirs in title, the land had to be proved—cleared and
cultivated, a habitable house built, the family living on it; for Peter’s free grant the law set a
three-year clock from the date of location before the patent could issue6. On the stubborn Shield
that clock often ran longer.

On December 3, 1914, the ice of the Current River gave way. According to the Port Arthur Daily
News, nine-year-old Sulo was skating with his sister Mirjam nine miles upriver, near the Paquette
dam, when he stopped to test the ice—jumping on it where it had stretched from bank to bank—and
broke through. Mirjam at once raised the alarm, but no rescue could be made; his body was
recovered half an hour later7. For the family, the land had taken a second son’s life, and still the
farm was not their own.

5(Registrar General of Ontario 1913)
6Peter’s own patent is the best witness to the rules as they stood: it recites that he was located on October 8,

1913, and it issued on November 15, 1916—three years and five weeks later—“under the authority of ‘The Public
Lands Act,’ ” the 1913 consolidation that had by then absorbed the free-grant law (Ontario Land Registry Office
55 1916a). Ranta’s history of Tarmola remembers the same three-year term (Ranta 1976). The older Free Grants
and Homesteads Act had demanded five years, with fifteen acres cleared, a house at least sixteen feet by twenty,
and continuous residence (R.S.O. 1897, c. 29, s. 8; the Rainy River Act next door already allowed patents after
three, c. 30, s. 9) (Ontario 1897)—by Peter’s day the northern terms had eased to three.

7(Port Arthur Daily News 1914)
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Figure 1: Sulo Peterson’s 1914 death notice, Port Arthur Daily News

SUMMARY

Sulo’s death notice from Port Arthur Daily News in 1914a.
a(Port Arthur Daily News 1914)

The land had a quieter weapon still. One year later, on November 25, 1915, the very water of the
settlement turned against them. A typhoid outbreak struck the community, sending Moses to the
hospital and forcing the settlement under a strict boil-water advisory8. Still recovering from the
loss of a son, the family now feared for its patriarch.

This accumulation of tragedy and illness might have forced a retreat. Instead, their Sisu hardened;
they buried their sorrow in the frozen soil and decided that the dream of independence was worth
the terrible risk, committing fully to the homestead and the Tarmolan community.

To endure their harsh reality, the family turned to the sounds of their heritage. Aino, who was
known to participate diligently in theatre activities, poured her energy into culture, playing the
kantele (Finnish lap-harp) and directing plays for the community. Hilda stood by her side, assisting
in these productions, while the boys found their own rhythm; Lauri and Reino played the violin or
accordion to accompany the evening dances9. These gatherings were an act of defiance against the
gloom, a way to keep the family’s spirit alive.

8(Canadan Uutiset 1915)
9(Ranta 1976, 34)
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While Aino and the others lifted spirits with music, Moses turned his attention to the community’s
future. On August 31, 1916, he sent out an invitation for a school meeting10, a commitment to
education that reached beyond his own farm. Moses, perhaps physically slowed by his hospitalization
for typhoid in late 1915, invested his remaining energy in the collective good, whereas Peter poured
himself entirely into the soil.

On November 15, 1916, Peter met the requirements and received his land patent11. For the first
time, the title, and not only the work, would pass down. The victory also marked a difference
between the brothers: while Moses toiled under illness and the loss of a child, Peter—eleven years
younger, still childless—worked with a heart the land had not yet broken.

Figure 2: The 1916 land patent certificate Peter received

10(Canadan Uutiset 1916)
11(Ontario Land Registry Office 55 1916a)
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SUMMARY

The patent certificate Peter received in 1916a. It grants Peter Peterson of Gorham, yeoman,
“a Free Grant Settler,” the south half of Lot 6, Concession 4—155½ acres “be the same more
or less”—in fee simple under the authority of The Public Lands Act (the Act of 1913); recites
that he was located on October 8, 1913; reserves five per cent of the acreage for roads and
every pine tree to the Crown; and was signed at Toronto on November 15, 1916, and registered
on November 22.

a(Ontario Land Registry Office 55 1916a)

After Peter received his land, both brothers applied for loans under the Northern and North Western
Ontario Development Act to fund improvements and livestock. The benefits were uneven; while
Moses received $300 on February 10, 191712, Peter’s ownership status allowed him to secure a larger
sum of $500 the following week13. Despite this gap in resources, their ambition remained aligned,
and with funds in hand, both Peter and Moses moved to take up additional parcels of land.

Peter’s first parcel had come to him as a Free Grant settler; Moses had bought his. For a second
parcel there was an option called Allowance for Purchase, by which a settler could take a location
ticket on neighbouring land and, if he met the conditions for developing it, buy it at a discounted
price14. This is what Moses did, and at some point he acquired a neighbouring parcel as a locatee.
But Peter had a different strategy.

On October 24, 1917, Peter’s next move was to transfer the entirety of his land to his wife Hilda for
$80015. After removing his land from his name, he applied for a new Free Grant location ticket
on a neighbouring parcel and began to develop it. This land was much harder to work and he
wasn’t twenty-one years old anymore, so it would take longer than five years to earn this next land
patent16.

Peter’s ambition, however, wasn’t limited to his own acreage. Around 1917, he donated a portion
of his land to the community for the construction of a gathering place. The neighbours rallied
around this donation, coming together to build what would become the Tarmola Hall. It was a
modest structure, lit only by the warm glow of coal oil lamps17, but it stood as a monument to
their collective independence. From farm servants in the old country to owners of the new, their
Sisu had seemingly paid off, carving a life out of the rock.

The Reckoning

But the Canadian Shield had not yet finished its accounting; it was merely waiting for the bill to
come due. The government’s promise of “free land” was an illusion, and in 1918, the debt was
collected not in currency but in health. The Spanish Flu pandemic spread around the world18 and
found the Peterson family.

12(Ontario Land Registry Office 55 1919)
13(Ontario Land Registry Office 55 1917a)
14(Villemaire 2015)
15(Ontario Land Registry Office 55 1917b)
16(Ontario Land Registry Office 55 1924)
17(Ranta 1976, 34)
18(Parks Canada 2024)
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In October 1918, the Spanish Flu breached the isolation of the Peterson homestead, carried into
the Canadian Shield by the same railroads that had brought the family there19. It struck with
terrifying specificity, bypassing the weak to hunt the strong; both Moses and his twelve-year-old
nephew Lauri fell gravely ill. In a desperate bid for survival, they were transported to St. Joseph’s
Hospital in Port Arthur, a facility already overwhelmed by the pandemic. What the record gives is
stark enough: neither of them left it.

On October 20, Moses succumbed to pneumonia20, and the family lost its anchor. The tragedy was
compounded just four days later when Lauri followed his uncle into the silence21, leaving Aino and
Kalle to a grief as vast and hard as the land itself. Kalle now faced a fresh wave of tragedy, a blow
similar to what his pioneering brother Moses had endured. Moses never lived to see the Crown land
become his own. But more than that, he died intestate and left his wife Aino with a complicated
estate22. And still there was no reprieve for Aino.

Before the grief for her husband could even settle, her son Urho Mauno was gone too. On April 10,
1919, after suffering from meningitis, he died at home in Gorham at the age of six.

Aino captured this loss in the obituary she prepared, where she included a poem of her own23:

I water your grave with tears
I have no other flowers.
Wait my dearest beloved
I want to come to you.

19(Beaulieu et al., n.d.)
20(Registrar General of Ontario 1918b)
21(Registrar General of Ontario 1918a)
22(Ontario District Court, Thunder Bay District 1919)
23(Peterson 1919)
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Figure 3: 1919 newspaper death announcement for Urho Mauno Olavi Peterson

TRANSLATION

Hereby with sorrow I announce that my beloved son URHO MAUNU OLAVI, after suffering
for a longer time from inflammation of the brain and spinal membranes [meningitis], slept
into the sleep of death here at home in Gorham Township, Ont., Canada, on April 10, 1919,
at the age of 6 years and 21 days, to the great sorrow of myself, [his] brother and sister, 2
uncles and father’s mother, and a numerous circle of acquaintances. Aino Peterson.

Finnish (original) English (translation)
Kastan hautasi kyynelin I water your grave with tears
Ei muita kukkia mulla. I have no other flowers.
Vuota armaani rakkahin Wait, my dearest beloved
Tahdon luoksesi tulla. I want to come to you.
Äiti. Mother.

NOTE
The announcement spells his name Maunu, an older, more traditional form of Mauno—likely Aino’s
deliberate choice for her son’s memorial. The civil records use Mauno (the death registration garbles it
to Mano), and the narrative follows Mauno.
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Aino was left on the farm with only her daughter Mirjam and son Reino.

Yet, the community gathered to help her bear the weight of this final blow. The day after he died,
Urho Mauno was laid to rest in the Kivikoski Cemetery in a service described as “in all its modesty,
solemn and touching.” Pastor J. Hirvi officiated, speaking words of comfort about the “hope of
eternity” to a mother who had lost so much.

To deal with the overwhelming grief, Aino chose Hymn 157 for the service24. In the hymnal of her
day that number belonged to Luther’s Varjele sanaas, Jumala—“Lord, keep us steadfast in Thy
Word”—not a hymn of mourning but a prayer for holding fast25. The congregation sang the first
verse and the last two, and the hymn closed at the graveside as a plea to the Comforter:

O Holy Spirit, comfort us,
and lead us into peace;
in anguish grant relief,

and even in death, revival.

Author’s Note
We must remember that the archives are silent on happiness. The archives do not hold receipts
for laughter shared at Tarmola Hall or the relief of a successful harvest. We are left mostly
with the dates of their departures, risking the illusion that their lives were nothing but sorrow.
We know they lived fully, even if the paper trail only captures how they died.

Family Tree

24(Canadan Uutiset 1919a)
25(Suomalainen Virsikirja (1886), n.d.)
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Research

Figure 4: 1921 Canada Census records for the Peterson and Johnson families

SUMMARY

These 1921 Canada Census records show the two Peterson families and the Johnson family.
Victor Johnson was Aino’s brother. The three families each lived in a 2 room wood house
that they own, were all Finnish speaking, Lutheran, and born in Finland, except for Victor’s
three children who were born in Ontario. Kalle’s family, number 14, was at Lot 6 Con[cession]
3a; Victor’s family, number 15, was at Lot 5 Con[cession] 4b; and Peter’s family, number 16,
was at Lot 6 Con[cession] 4c.

a(Dominion Bureau of Statistics 1921a)
b(Dominion Bureau of Statistics 1921b)
c(Dominion Bureau of Statistics 1921c)
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TRANSCRIPTION

Fam. Name Rel. Sex Marital Age Imm. Nat. Occup. Eng. Read Write

14 Chas.
[Kalle]
Peterson

head male married (47) 1912 naturalized farmer no no no

14 Aino
Peterson

wife female married 40 1910 naturalized none no no no

14 Ryeno
[Reino]
Peterson

son male single 12 1910 alien student yes yes yes

14 Mirjam
Peterson

daughter female single 12 1910 alien student yes yes yes

15 Victor
Johnson

head male married (34) 1906 1910 miner no yes no

15 Kate
Johnson

wife female married 39 1908 naturalized none no no no

15 Reino
Johnson

son male single 12 n/a n/a student yes yes yes

15 Vino
[Vieno]
Johnson

daughter female single 9 n/a n/a student yes yes yes

15 Tauno
Johnson

son male single 7 n/a n/a student yes yes yes

16 Peter
Peterson

head male married (32) 1911 1914 farmer yes yes yes

16 Hilda
Peterson

wife female married 27 1913 naturalized none no no no

(Read and Write record literacy in English or French.)

NOTE
Interestingly, Peter was the only adult of the families who could speak, read and write in English.
Hilda actually immigrated with Kalle in August 1912. Perhaps she misremembered and gave 1913.
Chas. is the abbreviation of Charles, which is the Anglicization of Kalle (in Swedish it is Karl). They
were all neighbours in a lot / concession grid, with Peter Peterson and Victor Johnson on Concession 4
(Lots 6 and 5) and Kalle Peterson on Lot 6 of Concession 3. The census’s own cells wobble: Reino’s
“12” runs behind (he was thirteen or fourteen at the June 1921 count), Mirjam’s “12” a year ahead
(she was eleven), and Peter’s “(32)” a year over (he was thirty-one).
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Figure 5: 1912 Port Arthur death registration for infant Urho Olavi Peterson

48



SUMMARY

This Port Arthur, Thunder Bay District death registration, number 030734, shows that on
October 26, 1912, Urho Olavi Peterson, male, infant, 1-year-3-days old, with father Moses
Peterson, and mother Aino Johnson, died at 335 Foley Street, Port Arthur due to heart failure
that lasted 4 hours due to intestinal indigestion that lasted 3 weeks. He was attended by
Dr. Geo[rge] E. Eakins. Collin Wood was the informanta.

a(Registrar General of Ontario 1912)

NOTE
335 Foley Street being the same address Urho was born in lends to the theory that that is the house
they rented at the time.

Figure 6: 1913 Port Arthur birth registration for Urho Mauno Olavi Peterson
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SUMMARY

This Port Arthur, Thunder Bay District birth registration, number 057177, shows that on
March 19, 1913, Urho Mauno Olavi Peterson, male, with father Moses Peterson, labourer,
and mother Aino Johnson, housewife, married in Finland on October 19, 1903, was born at
265 Bay Street, Port Arthur. His birth was certified by Rev. Peter Wuori on May 21, 1913a.

a(Registrar General of Ontario 1913)
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Figure 7: 1914 Port Arthur death registration for Sulo Vaiko Peterson (drowning)
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SUMMARY

The Port Arthur, Thunder Bay District death registration, number 038275, shows that on
December 3, 1914, Sulo Vaiko Peterson, male, 9-years-4-months old, schoolboy, with father
Moses Peterson and mother [A]ino Johnson, all of Finland, drowned 9 miles up the Current
River. His father Moses and Dr. C. N. Laurie, coroner, certified his death on December 9a.

a(Registrar General of Ontario 1914)

Figure 8: First page of Peter’s free-grant land patent (28 Centre St)

SUMMARY

This first page of Peter’s free grant patent shows he lived at 28 Centre Sta.
a(Ontario Land Registry Office 55 1916a)
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NOTE
Today, there is no Centre Street in the area previously known as Port Arthur. This likely was a
boarding house in the Finlandia neighbourhood where he would have rented a room.
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Figure 9: 1918 Port Arthur death registration for Moses Peterson (Spanish flu)
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SUMMARY

This Port Arthur, Thunder Bay District death registration, number 039615, shows that on
October 20, 1918, Moses Peterson, male, 39-years-11-months old, of Finland, farmer, married,
died in St. Joseph’s Hospital, Port Arthur of lobar pneumonia following Spanish influenza that
lasted 3 days. He was attended by Dr. G[eorge] E. Eakins and his informant was A. Morris.
He was buried in Port Arthura.

a(Registrar General of Ontario 1918b)

NOTE
The registration’s “39-years-11-months” runs a year ahead: born on November 21, 1879, Moses was 38
years and 11 months old.
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Figure 10: 1918 Port Arthur death registration for Lauri Anteri Peterson
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SUMMARY

This Port Arthur, Thunder Bay District death registration, number 039627, shows that on
October 24, 1918, Lauri Anteri Peterson, male, 12-years-old, of Finland, schoolboy, with
father Moses Peterson [sic], died from lobar pneumonia that lasted 3 days caused by Spanish
influenza that lasted 7 days. He was attended by Dr. G[eorge] E. Eakins and his informant
was A. Morris. He was buried in Port Arthura.

a(Registrar General of Ontario 1918a)

NOTE
It’s likely that Moses and Lauri were quarantined away from the rest of the family at the time and so
the informant, A. Morris, may have been under the impression that they were father and son, but this
wasn’t actually true. Moses was Lauri’s uncle and Lauri’s father was Kalle.
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Figure 11: 1919 Port Arthur death registration for Mauno Urho Olavi Peterson
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SUMMARY

This Port Arthur, Thunder Bay District death registration, number 033319, shows that on
April 10, 1919, Mano Urho Oliva Peterson, male, 6-years-21-days-old [sic], with father Moses
Peterson, and mother Aino Johnson, died at home in Gorham from meningitis that lasted 3
weeks. He was attended by Dr. H. Bryan. He was buried in the Kivikoski Cemeterya.

a(Registrar General of Ontario 1919b)

NOTE
The Kivikoski Cemetery is a cemetery dedicated to the Finnish pioneers of the Lakehead region. Several
of the Petersons are buried there or are present on a plaque dedicated to thema. Be careful when
researching this cemetery. There is a Roots Web page by Jude Mitchell which is insufficiently researched
and has at least one incorrect date.

a(“Kivikoski Cemetery,” n.d.)

Figure 12: Newspaper funeral notice for Mauno Olavi Peterson
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TRANSLATION

— Funeral. Mauno Olavi Peterson, the son of Mooses Peterson (who died of the flu last autumn)
and his wife Aino, who died at the age of 6 years and 21 days on the 10th of this month
from cerebrospinal meningitis, was buried in Kivikoski last Friday. The occasion was, in all
its modesty, solemn and touching. From Hymn 157, chosen by the little one’s mother, the
first and the last two verses were sung at the beginning, after which Pastor J. Hirvi spoke a
few words about the comfort that the hope of eternity provides even in cases like this. In the
faith that when the day of eternity dawns we will meet again, the earthly remains of the small
deceased were laid to rest in the local Finns’ common cemeterya.

a(Canadan Uutiset 1919a)

Hymn 157

TRANSCRIPTION

Verse 1 Varjele sanaas, Jumala, ja niiden voima masenna, jotk’ yrittävät alati kukistaa valtaa
Poikasi!
Verse 4 Ain’ anna heidän tuntea, ett’et sä laumaas unhota, mut tahdot auttaa, vahvistaa,
kun hätä sitä ahdistaa!
Verse 5 O Pyhä Henki, lohduta, ja rauhaan meitä johdata, tuskissa anna huojennus ja
kuolossakin virvoitus!a

a(Suomalainen Virsikirja (1886), n.d.)

TRANSLATION

Preserve your Word, O God, and crush the power of those who ceaselessly strive to overthrow
the rule of your Son. Let them always know that you do not forget your flock, but will help
and strengthen it when distress besets it. O Holy Spirit, comfort us, and lead us into peace; in
anguish grant relief, and even in death, revival.

NOTE
The funeral notice says only “Hymn 157,” and an earlier draft of this book quoted No. 157 of the
modern hymnal—Hemminki of Masku’s Maailma täynnä turhuuttaan (“The world, full of its vanity”),
which entered the hymnal at that number only with the 1938 revisiona. In April 1919 the congregation
sang from the 1886 hymnal, and there No. 157 is Luther’s Varjele sanaas, Jumala (Erhalt uns, Herr,
bei deinem Wort, known in English as “Lord, keep us steadfast in Thy Word”)b. The notice’s “first and
the last two verses” fits the five-verse hymn as verses 1, 4, and 5, transcribed above; the closing verse
is a prayer to the Holy Spirit, the Comforter. The English rendering is the book’s own.

a(“Virsi 157 - Maailma täynnä turhuuttaan” 2017)
b(Suomalainen Virsikirja (1886), n.d.)
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IV. Replanting

Content Warning: Terminal Illness, Death, and Child Loss

Moses died without having written a will. Settling the estate was a complicated procedure, but
Aino was eventually appointed administratrix and took over her late husband’s parcels. In 1919
she completed the purchase Moses had begun in 1912—$86.50, the full fifty cents an acre for its
173 acres—and finally received the land patent1,2. The second parcel would remain unpatented for
decades3.

1(Ontario District Court, Thunder Bay District 1919)
2(Ontario Land Registry Office 55 1919). The patent, issued May 29, 1919, tells the story in its own words: it grants

“Aino Peterson, Administratrix,” widow of Moses Peterson, the north half of Lot 6, Concession 3—173 acres—for
exactly $86.50, fifty cents an acre, completing the purchase Moses had contracted on September 11, 1912. It also
carries Moses’ debt on its face: the title is made subject to the Crown’s charge for his $300 loan of February 10,
1917 under the Northern and North Western Development Act, 1916, at six per cent—interest only for two years,
then eight equal annual instalments. The land came to Aino with her husband’s loan still riding on it.

3(Ontario Land Registry Office 55 1962)
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Figure 1: 1940 survey map of the Peterson lots in Gorham Township

SUMMARY

The Peterson lots in Gorham Township shown on the Phillips & Benner O.L.S. Survey done
in 1940. The dangerous Current River is shown running through the middle of their landsa.

a(Phillips & Benner 1940)

Her management of his affairs extended beyond the farm’s borders. On August 10, 1919, a petition
was circulated to establish a formal school in Tarmola, and notably, Moses’ signature appears on
the document4—nearly a year after his death. It was Aino who likely signed on behalf of his estate,

4(Ranta 1976, 35)
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ensuring his voice remained present in the community. He had been a champion for education
during his life, and through Aino, his name continued to help build the institutions the settlement
needed.

Maintaining this public continuity required securing the family’s survival. Holding the weight of the
community’s future at the same time as running their homestead would have been an unimaginably
heavy burden. This is where Kalle stepped in.

Aino’s words in her son’s obituary make it hard not to fear the family was at risk of losing her, too.
On July 24, 1919, only nine months after her husband’s death, Aino married Kalle5. Homestead life
made the union an immediate necessity; it reads, too, as an act of stewardship—Kalle preserving
what remained of his brother’s family.

Figure 2: The National Evangelical Lutheran Church in Port Arthur

SUMMARY

The National Evangelical Lutheran Church in Port Arthura hosted the Peterson weddings
that left a record—Kalle and Aino’s in 1919, and Peter and Lyyli’s in 1928.

a(Archives & Digital Collections at Lakehead University Library early 1900s)

5(Registrar General of Ontario 1919a)
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Figure 3: Newspaper notice of Kalle and Aino Peterson’s wedding

TRANSLATION

— Weddings have taken place at least twice within the week at the Finnish parsonage. Kalle
Peterson and Aino Peterson, a well-known farmer from Gorham and his late brother’s widow,
were wed last Thursday, and. . . a

a(Canadan Uutiset 1919b)

The Peterson family integrated themselves, as well-known farmers, into the Finnish community
of Port Arthur. Two neighbours they would often deal with were Erkki Smolander and John
Pursiainen.

In 1920, Hilda sold 23 acres of their land to Erkki6. And in 1921, Peter’s informal gift of the hall
land was put on paper at last: the parcel—standing, like the rest of the farm, in Hilda’s name—was
formally transferred to Kalle, Erkki, and John Pursiainen7, extending its use to be for Local 28
meetings with the Finnish Organization of Canada8.

The Petersons appeared together with Smolander and Pursiainen in the annual Christmas greetings
of the Finnish-Canadian communist newspaper Vapaus. This appearance suggests they maintained
friendly relations with the “Red Finn” faction of the community, listing themselves among neighbours
wishing for”energy in action” of the coming year.

6(Ontario Land Registry Office 55 1916b)
7(Ontario Land Registry Office 55 1921b)
8(Ontario Land Registry Office 55 1928)
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Figure 4: December 1921 Vapaus clipping listing the Peterson family in Tarmola

SUMMARY

This December 17, 1921, clipping from the newspaper Vapaus lists Hilda and Peter Peterson
residing in Tarmola, Ontario (Gorham Township) along with Mirjam, Reino, Aino and K[alle],
where they joined neighbours in a collective “Red Finn” holiday greeting wishing “energy in
action” for the year 1922a.

a(Vapaus 1921)

Figure 5: December 1922 Vapaus Christmas greeting from the Peterson women
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SUMMARY

Published on December 21, 1922, in Vapaus, this Tarmola, Ontario clipping lists Elvi, Hilda,
and Hilma Peterson under the socialist slogan “Merry Christmas 1922, energy in the struggles
of 1923!” indicating the family’s continued presence in the community and the recent birth of
daughter Elvia,b.

a(Vapaus 1922)
bPeter, Kalle and Aino are notably missing. Perhaps they were away for work. Who “Hilma” was is uncertain

at this time; it is unlikely she carried the Peterson name—perhaps she simply lived with the family.

Yet, their life on the homestead was driven by more than just politics; it was still driven by the
urgent need to secure a future. In the midst of making social connections with the “Red Finns,”
Hilda ensured the legal transfer of her assets, signing a will in 1921 that bequeathed everything to
Peter9. It was a practical measure, but it also signalled a new chapter of stability.

By 1922, both couples were expecting children in the same year. Peter and Hilda had their first
child, Elvi Elina10; in the same season, on July 18, Kalle and Aino welcomed a son, Aaro. For the
first time in a decade, the family seemed to be outpacing its dead.

But the reprieve was brief. On July 31, just thirteen days after he was born, Aaro died11. The joy
of the dual births was severed at once, returning Kalle and Aino to a grief they already knew. The
“Replanting” phase had been breached; while Peter and Hilda nurtured Elvi, Kalle and Aino were
forced to bury yet another son in the hard Gorham soil.

9(Ontario District Court, Thunder Bay District 1926)
10Elvi was born in 1922 as evidenced by Elvi appearing in the 1922 Vapaus Christmas greeting. Her full name and

death are fixed by the notice to creditors for her estate—“ELVI ELINA PETERSON, late of the Improvement
District of Red Rock. . . who died on or about the 16th day of August, 1959” (Port Arthur News-Chronicle
1959b)—and by her obituary, which remembers the Port Arthur–born secretary-stenographer, dead in hospital at
thirty-seven (Port Arthur News-Chronicle 1959a).

11(Canadan Uutiset 1922)
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Figure 6: Newspaper funeral notice for infant Aaro Peterson

TRANSLATION

— Funeral. On Tuesday evening of this week, Mr. and Mrs. Kalle Peterson’s little one, Aaro,
was laid to rest in the Kivikoski Finnish cemetery. The infant was born on July 18th and died
on the 31st. Pastor J. Hirvi officiated the burial.

While the earth of the cemetery was still fresh over Aaro’s grave, the community of Tarmola refused
to stagnate in its grief. Life in the settlement pressed forward, driven by the very future of education
Moses had fought for before his death. That legacy now bore fruit. While the permanent structure
was being finalized, the Tarmola Hall served as a temporary classroom during the winter of 1921 to
192212.

For the children, this progress offered a rhythm of normalcy. Mirjam, who had been steadily
advancing through her grades13, continued her education alongside her brother Reino. When the
new schoolhouse, S.S. No. 3 Gorham, finally opened its doors, it became a family affair; both Reino
and Mirjam attended, joined by Aino’s niece, Vieno, and nephews, Reino and Tauno Johnson14.
On September 19, 1924, the schools of Gorham Township gathered for the “vegetable exhibition,”
and against the neighbouring settlements of Kivikoski and Lappi the students of Tarmola took first
place for their plants and running events15. For one afternoon, the settlement rang with the cheers
of children.

This hunger for connection extended beyond the schoolyard. In September 1923, the adults of
Tarmola joined a massive convergence of the regional Finnish sections, travelling to Kivikoski and
Fort William for a three-day festival that left the halls packed to capacity. Seats were scarce; the

12(Ranta 1976, 35)
13(Dufault 1920)
14(Ranta 1976, 36)
15(H 1924)
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air was thick with amateur theatre, the speeches of agitators like Sanna Kannasto, and dances that
lasted until dawn. It drew the rural families out of the backwoods into a shared solidarity.

At the centre of this cultural outpouring was a poetry recitation competition, where “Mrs. Peterson
of Tarmola”—almost certainly Aino—stood before the crowded room at the Fort William Pirtti, a
year after burying her infant son, and recited verses that earned her a prize alongside women from
Kivikoski and Intola16. Her performance was more than a display of the artistic spirit she had long
nurtured in the community; it was a public act of endurance.

Surviving on the Canadian Shield required more than just community spirit; it demanded a dangerous
kind of pragmatism. By the mid-1920s, the political fault lines in Port Arthur between the “Red
Finns” (socialists) and “White Finns” (conservatives) had deepened into a chasm. The division
was so severe that in 1924, one local man was reportedly tyrannized to the point of suicide over
suspicions of his political alignment back in Finland17. Navigating this landscape was not just a
matter of social standing, but of safety and economic survival.

Figure 7: Vapaus newspaper clipping: the Peterson family greeting their comrades

The Peterson family, perhaps out of necessity, appear to have played both sides of this volatile
divide. On one hand, they maintained strong ties with the socialist faction; the land for the Tarmola
Hall had come from Peter’s farm, made over to the community to host meetings for Local 28 of

16(Vapaus 1923)
17(The Montreal Star 1924)
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the Finnish Organization of Canada18, and the family appeared in the “Red” newspaper Vapaus to
wish their comrades “energy in action.”

Peter, meanwhile, operated as a shrewd capitalist. He used Canadan Uutiset, the “White” capitalist
newspaper, to advertise his livestock19, and in December 1924 he purchased another parcel of land
only to flip it five months later for a profit20. He continued this streak in 1926 with a calculated
victory, repurchasing the northern portion of the family’s original land from a neighbour for only
$20021. It was significantly less than the $500 Aino had sold it for five years prior22. He held the
two in a delicate balance: appearing as a comrade in the hall while working the land registry to his
advantage, doing whatever was necessary to keep the farm and family alive.

Figure 8: Canadan Uutiset classified ad: ‘Cow due to calve for sale’ by P. Peterson

TRANSLATION

Cow due to calve immediately for sale. — P. Peterson, Tarmola, Onta.
a(Peterson 1922)

While Peter successfully threaded the political needle between the “Red” and “White” factions, he
found himself defenceless against something far older than any faction. By 1925, with little Elvi
only three years old, the harsh reality of life on the rock began to tell on their bodies. Shadows
of illness crept into both households in the same season; Hilda began showing the early signs of
tuberculosis, while Aino received a diagnosis of esophageal cancer. For over a year, the families
were pulled two ways at once—struggling to wring a living from the farm and winter bush while
tending to their failing wives.

Hilda’s fight ended in the spring of 1926. In March she was taken into hospital for a month of
treatment; when it had done what it could, she came home—to the farm that was, on paper, still
hers. She died there on May 12, thirty-two years old23. She was buried in the Kivikoski Cemetery
four days later, and on the death registration the informant’s line holds the plainest record of that
week we have: Peter Peterson, her husband. Aino endured through one final, dark winter, subjected
to painful medical interventions until she too died on January 21, 192724. Her obituary in Vapaus

18(Ontario Land Registry Office 55 1921b)
19(Peterson 1922)
20(Ontario Land Registry Office 55 1925)
21(Ontario Land Registry Office 55 1926)
22(Ontario Land Registry Office 55 1921a)
23(Registrar General of Ontario 1926)
24(Registrar General of Ontario 1927a)
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remembered her as more than a mother: a comrade who had given her voice to the cause, and her
years to the community’s stage25.

Figure 9: Newspaper death notice for Mrs. Kalle (Aino) Peterson

TRANSLATION

Death. Mrs. Kalle Peterson, who lived at the Tarmola farm settlement in Gorham, died in
the Port Arthur hospital on the evening of the 21st of this month. Mrs. Peterson suffered
for a long time from cancer, death finally coming as a savior. Left to mourn her were her
widower Kalle Peterson as well as one girl and one boy, and a wide circle of acquaintances.
Mrs. Peterson also participated diligently in the party’s activities on the stage [theatre] etc. in
earlier times, although she has been away from the activities for the last couple of years, for
which illness may have been a factor. — J.a

a(Vapaus 1927)

On October 10, 1927, the land title quietly reverted to Peter from Hilda, owing to their preparations26,
but the farm felt hollow. The deaths of Aino and Hilda resonated far beyond the walls of their
homesteads; Tarmola itself had been silenced. The community had lost its artistic soul in Aino, the
poet and playwright who had breathed life into their stage, and lost her steadfast assistant in Hilda.
Peter and Kalle were left as widowers on a landscape that demanded partnership to survive, their
homes stripped of the warmth and culture that had once defined them.

25(Vapaus 1927)
26(Ontario Land Registry Office 55 1927b)
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Trying to fill the void left by the others, their mother, Anna Maria, drove her seventy-four-year-old
body hard. The death registration records only a cerebral hemorrhage, after six days in hospital27.
What finally brought it on, no record says—perhaps the strain of an overworked body, perhaps
nothing more than a breath of cold air. She died on November 30, 1927.

With Anna Maria went the last matriarch, and a silence where three generations of women had once
stood. The brothers’ paths diverged. In a year that had taken both Aino and his mother, Kalle
decided the land’s price was too high and abandoned the homestead28. Peter refused to yield: he
would stay on the farm, and he would find a new partner to make it work.

Family Tree

27(Registrar General of Ontario 1927b)
28(The Daily Times-Journal 1953)
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Research

Figure 10: 1919 Ontario marriage affidavit for Carl (Kalle) Peterson
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SUMMARY

This Ontario marriage affidavit shows that on July 24, 1919, Carl [Kalle] Peterson, 45-years-old,
widower, farmer, of Port Arthur, born in Finland to father Peter Peterson and mother Anna
Westerinen, and Aino Peterson, 39-years-old, widow, of Port Arthur, born in Finland to father
Frederick Johnston and mother Anna Mary Carlson, were married by Rev. J. Hirvi, of 262
Wilson Street, in the Lutheran denomination. Their witnesses were Victor Johnson, of 349
Foley Street, and Sophia Hirvi of 262 Wilson Streeta.

a(Registrar General of Ontario 1919a)

NOTE
Victor Johnson was Aino’s brother. His address, 349 Foley Street, is where his mother Anna Maria
Johnson died in 1911, suggesting that it was the Johnson residence while 335 Foley Street, where Urho
Olavi was born in 1911, was the Peterson residence. Rev. Jacob Hirvi was pastor of the National
Evangelical Lutheran Church in Port Arthur. His wife was Sophiaa. The affidavit’s ages wobble by a
year: Aino, born March 17, 1881, was 38, not 39 (Kalle’s 45 is exact).

a(Dominion Bureau of Statistics 1921d)
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Figure 11: 1926 Port Arthur death registration for Hilda Maria Peterson (TB)

74



SUMMARY

This Port Arthur, Thunder Bay District death registration, number 033017, shows that on May
12, 1926, Hilda Maria Peterson, female, Finnish, married, 32-years-10-months-old, housewife,
born in Ruokolahti, Finland, July 12, 1893, to mother Eva Ranta, died at home of pulmonary
tuberculosis that lasted 1 year. She was attended by Dr. J. I. Pratt from March 15 to April 15.
Peter Peterson, her husband, was the informant. She was buried in the Kivikoski Cemetery
on May 16a.

a(Registrar General of Ontario 1926)
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Figure 12: 1927 Port Arthur death registration for Aino Peterson
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SUMMARY

This Port Arthur, Thunder Bay District death registration, number 031928, shows that on
January 21, 1927, Aino Peterson, female, Finnish, married, 45-years-old, born in Finland on
March 17, 1881, to father John Johnson, died at St. Joseph’s Hospital due to a gastrostomy
that lasted 13 days due to esophageal cancer that lasted 1 year and 6 months. She was
attended by Dr. Bellantyne from January 8 to 21. M[irjam] Peterson, her daughter, 125 South
Court Street, was her informant. She was buried in Riverside Cemetery on January 24, 1927,
by undertaker L. Sargent & Sona.

a(Registrar General of Ontario 1927a)

NOTE
A gastrostomy is a surgical procedure where an opening is created into the stomach from the abdominal
wall.

77



Figure 13: 1927 Port Arthur death registration for Mary Peterson
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SUMMARY

This Port Arthur, Thunder Bay District death registration, number 032429, shows that on
November 30, 1927, Mary Peterson, female, Finnish, married [sic], 75-years-old, housewife, born
in 1852 to father Peter Karhunen, died at St. Joseph’s Hospital from a cerebral hemorrhage
that lasted 6 days. She was attended by Dr. T. D. Macgillivray from November 26 to 30.
Pete[r] Peterson, her son, of Gorham Township, was the informant. She was buried in Kivikoski
Cemetery on December 4, 1927, by undertaker L. Sargent & Sona.

a(Registrar General of Ontario 1927b)

NOTE
The Karttula communion book gives her exact birth as March 15, 1853, which makes her 74 at her
death—not 75—and puts the “1852” here a year out. (The “father Peter Karhunen” is also confused:
that was her late husband’s name, supplied by their son Peter, the informant.) Such slips are routine
across her records: her son Petter’s 1890 birth register put her age at 27 when she was 36, and the
household lastenkirja recorded her birth year as 1855. The communion book, which records the day
itself, is the most precise of the four and is the date this book followsa.

a(Karttulan seurakunta (Karttula Parish) 1890c). The Karttula communion book (rippikirja) for 1881–1890,
page 626, farm No. 11 Nurkkala, records her birth as March 15, 1853.
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V. The River’s Grasp

Content Warning: Child Loss

Lyyli Ingrid Kahila was born on March 3, 1905, in Parkano, a parish in western Finland, the
daughter of the itsellinen (landless lodger) Julius Kahila1. On August 3, 1927, she sailed from
Helsinki on the Oberon2, reaching Hull; on August 12, the Montcalm out of Liverpool3; on August
20 she landed at Quebec City, alone, with servant’s work already waiting4—possibly with Peter’s
family, which would explain why no sponsor was needed at the port.

In Port Arthur she found an established Finnish community, and soon found her way into the orbit
of Peter’s household and his daughter Elvi.

On December 6, 1927, Peter once again borrowed $500 under the Northern and North Western
Ontario Development Act5. The loan was for the farm—though it is tempting to wonder whether a
little of it also went toward hiring Lyyli, or impressing her.

On July 21, 1928, Peter and Lyyli married6. It is hard not to read it as a pragmatic choice—a
practical measure to re-establish the stability that the years of illness and death had stripped
away.

But as the couple settled into their new life, the world around them was slowing. By 1930 the Great
Depression had reached the timber settlements of Gorham, and that October a writer in the local
Finnish newspaper Vapaus described the conditions plainly: “Although nowadays it looks as if life
is ending here, with no hope of living visible nor any means to get through the winter7.”

The pulpwood industry, which had been the financial lifeline for farmers like Peter and Kalle to earn
cash wages, had come to a “complete standstill.” With no timber being bought, the “hope of living”
from logging income was gone. To make matters worse, the local dairy in Port Arthur had fallen
into ruin due to poor management, cutting off another critical stream of revenue for the farmers.

The infrastructure of the settlement also became a battleground. The roads, already scarce and
poor, were now being actively blocked. The Vapaus article noted that the road to Onion Lake had
been obstructed, with locks placed on its bridges “by whose orders. . . Lord knows.” For Peter, this

1(Parkanon seurakunta (Parkano Parish) 1905). The Parkano birth-and-baptism register (1897–1916, p. 310) records
Lyyli Ingrid, born March 3, 1905, and baptized March 13, daughter of the itsellinen (landless lodger) Julius
(Eliaksenpoika) Kahila of Alaskylä; her 1928 marriage affidavit names her parents as Julius Kahila and Wilhelmina
Heinämäki.

2(Finland Steamship Company 1927)
3(Board of Trade 1927)
4(Immigration Branch, Department of Interior, Canada 1927)
5(Ontario Land Registry Office 55 1927a)
6(Registrar General of Ontario 1928)
7Translation of: “Vaikka nykyään näyttää kuin elämä loppuisi tähän, ei mitään elämisen toivoa näy eikä keinoa millä

talven yli pääsee” (Valittu 1930).
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was likely happening on his doorstep; the bridge in question crossed the Current River right beside
his farm.

Yet, even as the economy collapsed and roads were barred, the community’s heart continued to
beat within Tarmola Hall. On October 11, 1930, the hall hosted a social evening featuring poems,
singing, and the play At Life’s Turning Point (Elämän käänteessä8). It was a continuation of the
cultural legacy Aino had helped build. The Depression could stop the flow of money, but not the
spirit of the community.

Against this backdrop of blocked bridges and vanished wages, Peter held his ground. On August 29,
1930, while others faced “starvation” and ruin, he finished paying off the $500 loan he had taken
nearly three years earlier9.

While Peter secured the farm’s finances, Lyyli was securing the family’s future. Through the
darkening autumn of 1930, she was well into her pregnancy, carrying a new hope that would soon
defy the gloom of the Depression.

On December 6, 1930, they had their first child together, Leo Armas10. His name, Armas, means
“beloved” in Finnish—the measure of the hope the family poured into him after a decade of loss.

On January 14, 1931, Peter and Lyyli made a private deal with their neighbour Erkki Smolander—
perhaps for logging—registering a caution (a legal claim) against the part of their property east of
the Current River11. Two years later Erkki lifted the caution, and on April 27, 1933, they sold that
eastern portion outright to Aatu Pitkanen for $67512. It was land the family did not work, and
with Lyyli pregnant again, the money mattered more than the acres.

It was in this year, 1933, that Karelian Fever most affected the Finns of Tarmola. From 1931 to 1934,
there were recruitment campaigns targeted at the ‘Red’ Finns for them to move to Soviet Karelia
and build a socialist utopia. Jaded by the lack of progress on labour rights within Canada, many left
Tarmola to join the movement, including Peter’s neighbour Erkki13. Stalin would eventually turn
on this community and by 1937 they became the primary targets for arrests and executions14.

Later that year, Peter and Lyyli were expecting their second child together15, another companion
for Elvi and a true sibling for Leo. Two young children running through the Gorham homestead: it
is easy to imagine the reward that promised for their endurance. Yet the calm did not hold.

On the morning of October 10, after his sister Elvi had left for school, Leo—not yet three—ventured
out of his house in search of his mother. She was in the barn milking the cows. Crossing a bridge
over the creek on their farm—a small tributary of the Current River—he fell into the chickens’
watering pond and drowned16,17. His body was likely discovered by Lyyli, who—as the Tarmola
history remembered it—never recovered from the shock18. Like Moses’ son Sulo and Kalle’s son

8(Valittu 1930)
9(Ontario Land Registry Office 55 1927a)

10(Registrar General of Ontario 1933b)
11(Ontario Land Registry Office 55 1931)
12(Ontario Land Registry Office 55 1916b)
13(Ranta 1976, 38)
14(Saramo 2014, 1)
15(Registrar General of Ontario 1933a)
16(The Daily Times-Journal 1933)
17(Auttaja 1933)
18(Ranta 1976, 32)
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Lauri, Peter’s first son was taken by the cold grip of the river. Twenty years of “taming” had
changed nothing.

Figure 1: Leo Peterson’s 1933 death notice, The Daily Times-Journal

SUMMARY

Leo’s death notice from The Daily Times-Journala in 1933.
a(The Daily Times-Journal 1933)

On December 21, only ten weeks later, their daughter Miriam Ingrid was born19. They also had
another daughter, Linnea Hilda, whose birth date is uncertain20. Miriam and Linnea were born
into a house heavy with the shadow of death and economic hardship. They would never see the
Sisu that built Tarmola Hall, or the hope that had carried their parents across an ocean; they knew
only the mother and father this era had made—a mother scarred by the shock of that loss, a father
broken by the past.

19(Registrar General of Ontario 1933a)
20Linnea’s dates are the least documented in the family. Ontario’s birth registrations open to the public only after

roughly a century, so hers is not yet available; she was certainly not born before Leo—his December 1930 birth is
on the registered record—and it is unlikely she was born between Leo and Miriam, hence the “c. 1935” in the
family tree, which the opening of the records should sharpen within a few years. Her death is family memory
alone: a relative recalled that she had died “about 10 years ago”—hence “c. 2015.”
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This fracture in Peter’s spirit reached the farm’s finances too. On April 5, 1938, perhaps out of
financial desperation, Peter and Lyyli sold a roughly 20-acre portion of the land to David Nikkola
for $10021. At $5 an acre—against the nearly $17 an acre of the 1933 sale—it was the price of a
family selling under duress.

Despite the selling off of assets, Peter made another land deal, purchasing 80 acres of land for $4022.
The amount in consideration suggests he was locatee on an Allowance for Purchase, like his brother
Moses over twenty years earlier, which he was obligated to buy. But perhaps he couldn’t afford the
full 160 acres at the time and split it with a neighbour.

As financial instability gnawed at the homestead from within, geopolitical forces began to tear at
the community from without. During World War II, Finnish-Canadians found themselves in a
precarious situation. On June 5, 1940, Justice Minister Ernest Lapointe announced to the House of
Commons that sixteen organizations had been outlawed by Order-in-Council under the Defence of
Canada Regulations of the War Measures Act; the Finnish Organization of Canada (FOC) stood
on the same list as the Communist Party of Canada and the foreign organization of the Nazi
Party23. Membership itself became an offence—a man who attended an outlawed organization’s
meetings, spoke for it, or passed out its literature was presumed a member unless he could prove
otherwise—and the FOC’s property was seized by the Custodian of Enemy Property24. Tarmola
Hall, built on the very land Peter had given the community, was part of this confiscation. This
hall had been the heart of their social lives—where his late sister-in-law Aino, first wife Hilda,
and nephew Lauri had performed on stage and where the families had gathered for music and
sports. Although the property was returned in 1944, the damage was done; the custodian never
paid property taxes, and the land was ultimately lost to the Crown for nonpayment of arrears in
194525.

The price of Peter’s homestead was a debt he could no longer pay. By the early 1940s, the Shield’s
ledger was finally full.

And the living were leaving. Kalle had long since given the homestead up for town; Erkki and so
many others had been drawn away—and destroyed—by Karelian Fever ; and the seizure of Tarmola
Hall took what remained of the world they had built. It was the last of the long string of losses
that turned Peter from his land.

21(Ontario Land Registry Office 55 1938)
22(Ontario Land Registry Office 55 1939)
23(Beamish 1940)
24(Lindström, n.d.)
25(Ontario Land Registry Office 55 1945)
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Research

Figure 2: 1928 Ontario marriage affidavit for Peter Peterson

SUMMARY

This Ontario marriage affidavit shows that on July 21, 1928, Peter Peterson, farmer, 38-years-
old, widower, of Gorham, born to father Pekka Peterson and mother Maria Karhunen, and
Lyyli Kahila, farmer’s daughter, 23-years-old, spinster, of Gorham, born to father Julius Kahila
and mother Wilhelmina Heinämäki, were married by [Rev.] Jacob Hirvi in the Lutheran
denomination. Their witnesses were Sophia Hirvi and Tyyne Johnson, of 167 Ruttan Streeta.

a(Registrar General of Ontario 1928)

NOTE
Tyyne Johnson may have been related to Aino given their shared last name. She was a member of the
same Lutheran Churcha.

a(Port Arthur Daily News 1965)
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Figure 3: 1931 Census of Canada records for the Peter Peterson family

SUMMARY

These 1931 Census of Canada records show the Peter Peterson family, number 108a, as well as
the families of his neighbours with whom he transacted land: Eric [Erkki] Smolander, number
107b, and John Pursiainen, number 112c.

a(Dominion Bureau of Statistics 1931b)
b(Dominion Bureau of Statistics 1931a)
c(Dominion Bureau of Statistics 1931c)

TRANSCRIPTION

Fam. Name Relationship Age Immigrated
Speak
English Occupation

107 Eric
Smolander

head 45 1911 no farmer

107 Maria
Smolander

wife 39 1913 no homemaker

108 Peter
Peterson

head 41 1911 yes farmer

108 Lyyli
Peterson

wife 26 1927 no homemaker
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108 Elvi
Peterson

daughter 9 yes

108 Leo
Peterson

son 1/12 no

112 John
Pursiainen

head 53 1911 no farmer

112 Ulla
Pursiainen

wife 47 1913 no homemaker

112 Ate
Pursiainen

son 16 yes farm help

112 Martha
Pursiainen

daughter 9 yes

NOTE
For some strange reason, the enumerator put “no” across the board for “Can read or write” on this
page. Peter was capable of reading and writing English and the children certainly were too. Leo’s age
is another slip: entered as “1/12”—one month—though, born on December 6, 1930, he was about six
months old at the June 1931 count.
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Figure 4: 1933 Ontario death registration for Leo Armas Peterson (drowning)

SUMMARY

This Ontario death registration certificate, number 032129, shows that on October 10, 1933,
Leo Armas Peterson, of Lot 4 Con. 6, Gorham, 2-years-10-months-old, male, born in Canada
on December 6, 1930, to father Peter Peterson, of Finland and mother Lily Kahila, of Finland,
accidentally drowned in the creek near his farm. The coroner was [Dr.] Charles Powell. His
father, Peter Peterson, was the informant. He was buried in Kivikoski Cemetery on October
12a.

a(Registrar General of Ontario 1933b)

NOTE
The registration’s “Lot 4 Con. 6” is the registrar’s transposition: the farm was Lot 6, Concession 4,
and no other record places the family anywhere else.
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VI. Room 13

Content Warning: Alcoholism and Death

The cumulative tragedy had finally broken Peter. The Shield, having taken his family, his Sisu,
and his sanctuary, claimed the man himself. Unable to cope with the shadows that haunted his
house, he left his family behind. What filled those final years the family records do not say; but
the manner of his death—the “alcoholic confusion” the coroner would note, with a blood-alcohol
reading of 0.23%—reads backward as a man who had, by the end, come to lean hard on drink.

Sometime between 19401 and 19452, he left for British Columbia.

Author’s Note
No record says what Peter did for work in British Columbia; his death registration calls him
only a “labourer.” The timing tempts a guess. The wartime aviation industry was desperate
for Sitka spruce—the clear, straight-grained wood that framed the World War II Mosquito
bombera—and that work called on exactly the kind of elite bushman Peter, a veteran of the
Onion Lake Log Drive, had once been. But that is a guess, not a finding. What the record
shows is not a man hired so much as a man fleeing the unpayable debt he owed to the Canadian
Shield.

a(Turner 1997)

The separation was absolute. The silence between him and his kin was so complete that when
his brother Kalle died in 1953, the family back in Port Arthur still believed Peter was alive in
Vancouver3.

Peter’s final home, 767 East Georgia Street4, was a refuge for the drifters and the unlucky. Rented
by-the-week5, the address was chaotic and well known to the police, housing men like Herbert Going,
a sixty-five-year-old beggar ordered to “keep off the Skidroad”6, and John Banek, who returned
to the rooming house with 27 stitches after a bottle brawl7. Residents like Mike Filip were easy
targets for petty thieves8. This was the transient world Peter had resigned himself to.

On his death certificate, the only identifying personal detail was the name of the wife he had left
behind: “Lily Ka[h]ila”9. Even in the end, the identity he had tried to outrun was the one thing

1(Canada, Office of the Chief Electoral Officer 1940c)
2(Canada, Office of the Chief Electoral Officer 1945b)
3(The Daily Times-Journal 1953)
4(British Columbia Vital Statistics Agency 1951)
5(The Vancouver Sun 1949)
6(The Vancouver Sun 1951)
7(The Province 1952)
8(The Vancouver Sun 1950)
9(British Columbia Vital Statistics Agency 1951)
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that named him—though who gave the clerk that name, the record never says.

On March 1, 1951, the landlord of International Rooms10, Yee Sun, grew concerned and called the
Vancouver Police to Room 13. When the police arrived, they found the door locked from the inside.
They had to force their way in, the wood splintering as they breached Peter’s final sanctuary.

Inside, the room contradicted the streets. The walls were papered in a delicate floral pattern; the
furnishings were sparse and makeshift—a simple table covered with a cloth, a coffee pot sitting on a
cardboard box.

The instrument of his death was a mundane object sitting on the table: a two-burner gas plate. A
tin of Fry’s Cocoa stood nearby, suggesting a simple, final intention: perhaps he just wanted to
make a warm drink. The Coroner’s report concluded that in his “alcoholic confusion,” with a blood
alcohol level of 0.23%, Peter had turned the burner on fully but neglected to light it. He had not
intended to die; he had simply made a mistake11.

The Canadian Shield’s relentless attack was a war waged on two fronts: the soil and the air. It
began by rejecting the family’s roots, denying the two Urhos a hold in the stone. Then, it turned to
the taking of breath. In the river and its creeks, the Shield first suffocated his nephew Sulo and
then his son Leo by drowning. It had seized the breath of Moses, Lauri, and Hilda through the
lungs. It even claimed his mother Anna Maria, wearing down an old, overworked body until a vessel
in her brain finally gave way.

In the end, Peter’s defeat was a quiet, invisible suffocation in Room 13, far from the rocks of Gorham.
The Shield had won, not by taking his land, but by stealing the breath of his life and extinguishing
his Sisu.

10(B.C. Directories Limited 1951)
11(British Columbia Coroners Service and Whitbread 1951)
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Research

Figure 1: 1940 voter list showing Peter and Mrs. Peterson together

SUMMARY

This 1940 Voter List shows Petera and Mrs. [Lyyli] Petersonb lived together as well as John
Pursiainenc who helped buy the land for Tarmola Hall with Erkki and Kalle.

a(Canada, Office of the Chief Electoral Officer 1940c)
b(Canada, Office of the Chief Electoral Officer 1940b)
c(Canada, Office of the Chief Electoral Officer 1940a)

NOTE
The Smolanders were absent, suggesting they never returned from Karelia.
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Figure 2: 1945 voter list showing Peter’s absence

SUMMARY

This 1945 Voter List shows the absence of Peter which sets an upper bound on when he left
the familya.

a(Canada, Office of the Chief Electoral Officer 1945b)

NOTE
It also shows that his friend John Pursiainen’s wife was widoweda in the same time period Peter went
missing, adding another layer to Peter’s grief.

a(Canada, Office of the Chief Electoral Officer 1945a)
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Figure 3: Kalle’s 1953 obituary, Fort William Daily Times-Journal

SUMMARY

Kalle’s obituary from the Fort William Daily Times-Journal in 1953 mentioned Peter surviving
his brother Kalle in Vancouvera.

a(The Daily Times-Journal 1953)
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Figure 4: Kalle’s obituary, Port Arthur Daily News

SUMMARY

Kalle’s obituary from the Port Arthur Daily Newsa.
a(Port Arthur Daily News 1953)

Both obituaries also mention Kalle leaving Stepstone in 1927 after Aino died, which certainly made
life harder for Peter. If you look up Stepstone on Google Maps, that is almost exactly where their
homesteads were and is the centre point of what was previously known as Tarmola. It is most likely
that Reino (Ray)12 or Mirjam (Mrs. S[ulo] Salo)13 wrote these obituaries and they didn’t know
Peter had already died. Peter may have kept in touch with Kalle but it’s unlikely considering how
close Reino and Mirjam were to their step-father.

12(Port Arthur News-Chronicle 1971)
13(Port Arthur News-Chronicle 1965)
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Figure 5: 1951 B.C. city directory: International Rooms, 767 East Georgia Street

SUMMARY

This 1951 B.C. City Directory clipping shows that International Rooms was at 767 East
Georgia Street, Vancouver. Sun T Y, the landlord, appears on the next rowa.

a(B.C. Directories Limited 1951)

NOTE
The building no longer exists today.
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Figure 6: 1951 British Columbia death registration for Peter Peterson
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SUMMARY

This British Columbia death registration, number 51-09-002651, shows that on March 1, 1951,
Peter Peterson, male, Finnish, of 767 East Georgia Street, about 50-years-old, labourer, with
wife Lily Kapila [sic], was dead on arrival at Vancouver General Hospital due to asphyxia due
to carbon monoxide poisoning due to alcoholism. His death was certified by the coroner, J.D.
Whitbread. His informant was the Vancouver Social Services Department. He was cremated
at Vancouver Crematorium on March 12a.

a(British Columbia Vital Statistics Agency 1951)

NOTE
J.D. Whitbread held an inquiry which is a very basic investigation into the cause of death. It provided
more information but unfortunately did not reveal how the informant knew his wife’s namea. With the
Vancouver Social Services Department as the informant, it paints a clear picture of Peter being poor
and homeless at the time.

a(British Columbia Coroners Service and Whitbread 1951)

Figure 7: Newspaper clipping about 767 East Georgia Street (1 of 4)
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Figure 8: Newspaper clipping about 767 East Georgia Street (2 of 4)
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Figure 9: Newspaper clipping about 767 East Georgia Street (3 of 4)

99



Figure 10: Newspaper clipping about 767 East Georgia Street (4 of 4)

The above newspaper clippings provide us with some insight into the kind of property 767 East
Georgia Street was14,15,16,17.

14(The Vancouver Sun 1949)
15(The Vancouver Sun 1951)
16(The Province 1952)
17(The Vancouver Sun 1950)
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Epilogue

The End of Sisu

The story of Sisu ended with Peter. It was the force that drove the family to the Shield, but it was
also the stubbornness that refused to let go until the cost became too high. Peter’s defeat marked
the limit of what endurance alone could achieve.

Miriam and Linnea were left behind by their father, but not by their mother, Lyyli, who remained
to pick up the pieces. For them, and the generations that followed, survival would no longer be
about battling the landscape with brute force. The cycle of trauma required a different remedy
than the one Peter knew. It would take time, but eventually the family would learn what endurance
alone could not teach them, breaking the cycle that had claimed so many.
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Afterword

The Question of Peter and Hilda’s Marriage

Throughout this book I have written about Peter and Hilda as husband and wife, but I have stopped
short of giving them a wedding. That is a deliberate choice, and not an obvious one, so it deserves
a frank accounting. Despite a good deal of searching, I have never found a marriage certificate for
them—not in Ontario, not in Finland, and not in the Quebec or Montreal church registers where a
port wedding would most likely have been entered. A fellow genealogist I have corresponded with
goes further and wonders whether there was ever a wedding at all—and over time I have come to
think he is probably right. Because this question sits so close to the heart of the story, it deserves a
full accounting of what we know, what we don’t, and why I made the choice I did.

There are really three possibilities, and the surviving evidence pulls in more than one direction.

Option One: A Wedding at the Port

The first possibility, and the one earlier drafts of this book weaved into the narrative, is that Peter
married Hilda at Quebec City in August 1912, in the days surrounding her detention. The logic is
practical rather than romantic. Hilda boarded the Royal George as a “spinster” and a “domestic,”
travelling under the borrowed surname Peterson but with no legal claim to it. The Immigration Act
of 1910 made “persons likely to become a public charge” a prohibited class, and an order-in-council
that May required every arriving immigrant, “male and female,” to land with at least twenty-five
dollars1. A penniless domestic was exactly the sort of arrival the inspectors were instructed to
stop—and an unaccompanied woman was scrutinized far more closely than a man, her character
and her likelihood of needing “charitable assistance” weighed in ways an able-bodied man’s were
not2. So while Kalle passed through on his own merit, Anna and Hilda were held: sent to the civil
detention quarters at Quebec to be judged by a three-member Board of Inquiry whose decision no
court could overturn3.

To be released, a detained woman had to satisfy that board—most often by a resident stepping
forward to claim her and guarantee she would not become a public charge. Peter could do this
for his mother as her son; for Hilda, the most decisive proof of the bond was simply to make her
his wife. A marriage would convert her in a single stroke from an unsponsored single woman into
the wife of a settled homesteader. If that is what happened, the record would most likely sit in a
Montreal or Quebec City church register—exactly where I have searched without success.

1(Canadian Museum of Immigration at Pier 21, n.d.-a)
2(Belshaw, n.d.)
3(Canadian Museum of Immigration at Pier 21, n.d.-b)
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Option Two: A Quiet Marriage Elsewhere

The second possibility is that they married, but not at the port—either earlier, in Finland, before
the crossing, or later, once the family had taken root in Tarmola. The manifests argue against a
marriage in Finland: Hilda is recorded as “Miss,” a “spinster,” travelling as a single woman, which
is not how a wife of two years would ordinarily have been entered. A later marriage in Ontario
is harder to dismiss, and here I have to be careful about what “no record” actually means. The
searchable indexes of Ontario marriages are built from the sworn affidavit—the return that spells
out the couple’s names—not from the marriage licence that often sits one frame before it on the
microfilm. A couple who took out a licence but whose affidavit was never filed, or never indexed,
would leave a record that no name search could surface4. My empty searches therefore rule out an
indexed affidavit; they do not rule out a licence-only record, or a return mis-filed in the Thunder
Bay district films, waiting to be found by reading frame by frame.

The likeliest local register, though, has now been checked at the source. The keeper of Epiphany
Lutheran Church’s Finnish Lutheran records in Thunder Bay—the books that hold other entries
for this family—confirms that the church has no marriage record for Peter and Hilda5. That is a
meaningful silence: the family was Lutheran, and Peter himself would marry in this very church in
1928. But it is the church’s silence, not the province’s. A civil marriage, or a licence resting in a
separate and unindexed series, would leave no trace in a parish book at all.

Option Three: No Marriage at All

The third possibility, and the one the same genealogist also presses, is that there was never a formal
wedding at all. This becomes easy to imagine once Peter and Hilda are placed in their actual
community. Nominally the family were Lutherans, as the ship’s manifest records, but among the
radical, socialist “Red Finns” who built the Tarmola settlement the church held little authority. As
one history of Finnish Canada observes, though nearly all Finns left Europe as Lutherans, “many
abandoned religion altogether for humanistic socialism or other philosophies”6; and even among
those who kept the Lutheran name, only a minority took an active part in the church7. In that
world a couple might simply live together as husband and wife, and be taken as married, without
ever standing before a clergyman or a clerk.

This was not a rare or furtive arrangement but a recognized one—and a near-exact precedent lived
in their own community. Sanna Kannasto, the foremost organizer of the Finnish-Canadian socialist
movement, settled in Port Arthur in 1907 with her partner J. V. Kannasto; she took his surname
although the two were never married, “living together without marriage” being, as her biographers
put it, “a common habit among radical Finns in North America”8. That is almost precisely Hilda’s
situation—a woman carrying the Peterson name onto a ship’s manifest with no certificate behind

4I owe this distinction to a fellow genealogist, who, in conversation through Geni, raised the possibility that a licence
without a filed affidavit might exist for Peter and Hilda. In Ontario’s filmed marriage records the sworn affidavit
is the indexed document; the licence is usually the unindexed frame immediately before it, reachable only by
browsing.

5The keeper of the parish’s Finnish Lutheran records, Epiphany Lutheran Church (Thunder Bay), email to the
author, 2026.

6(Beaulieu et al. 2018)
7(The Canadian Encyclopedia, “Finnish Canadians”)
8(Wikipedia, “Sanna Kannasto”)
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it. Under this reading, every later document that calls Hilda Peter’s “wife” is recording a lived
relationship rather than a licensed one.

The Weight of the Sworn Records

Against the absence of a wedding certificate sits a body of later evidence that consistently treats
them as married—and much of it was set down under oath. The earliest of that evidence rises
from the land itself. When Peter transferred his homestead to Hilda in October 1917, the transfer
was supported by an affidavit sworn by their Tarmola neighbour Erkki Smolander, attesting that
the two were husband and wife9; the register duly recorded the parcel passing “to his wife Hilda.”
The 1921 census enumerated Hilda plainly as Peter’s “wife.” When Hilda died in 1926, the death
registration records her as “married” and names Peter, her husband, as the informant10. And in
1928, swearing the affidavit for his second marriage to Lyyli Kahila, Peter described himself not as
a bachelor but as a “widower”11.

It is the bookends that weigh on me most: a neighbour swearing in 1917 that they were married,
and Peter swearing in 1928 that he was widowed. A man who had only ever lived common-law
would have had little reason to call himself a widower under oath, and a neighbour little reason
to swear to a marriage that had never happened. And yet I hold even this loosely. None of these
records is a marriage certificate, and a long, openly acknowledged common-law union could have
produced every one of them: to a neighbour, to a census-taker, and to Peter himself, a couple who
had lived as man and wife for years simply were married. The sworn records prove that Peter and
Hilda were taken to be a married couple; they do not, by themselves, prove that a ceremony ever
took place.

Why I Tell It Without a Wedding

So why, given the sworn records, have I chosen to tell the story without a wedding? Because it
is the reading that asks the least of the evidence. Three things decided me. First, the document
closest to the event—the 1912 manifest—releases Hilda from detention not as a new wife but as a
single woman vouched for by her family: the heavy ink of the disposition sends the two women “to
[the] Brother” at Port Arthur and leaves Hilda entered, in the same breath, as “Miss,” “spinster,”
“domestic.” Had a marriage been the instrument of her release, this is the page that should show it,
and it does not. Second, the one Lutheran parish that ought to hold a marriage record has none,
though it holds the family’s other entries and would host Peter’s own wedding in 1928. Third, the
world Peter and Hilda actually lived in—the Red Finn settlement of Tarmola—had little use for the
church, and couples like the Kannastos, who lived as husband and wife without a certificate, offered
a precedent close to home.

9Erkki (Eric) Smolander’s affidavit forms part of the 1917 instrument transferring Peter’s homestead to Hilda
(Ontario Land Registry Office 55 1917b). Smolander was a Tarmola neighbour who recurs in these pages—he
later bought land from Hilda and helped acquire the ground for Tarmola Hall. The Act suggests why the registry
wanted a sworn statement of the couple’s status: for twenty years from the date of location no deed of free-grant
land was valid unless the locatee’s wife joined in it, and a widow succeeded to the locatee’s whole interest (R.S.O.
1897, c. 29, ss. 20, 24) (Ontario 1897)—who was married to whom was a fact the land system itself had to know.

10(Registrar General of Ontario 1926)
11(Registrar General of Ontario 1928)
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This is not a certainty, and I hold it as a judgement rather than a finding. The sworn “wife” of
1917 and the sworn “widower” of 1928 are real, and they are the strongest reason to hesitate. But
they are precisely what a long, openly acknowledged common-law union would have produced in
any case: to a neighbour, to a census-taker, and to Peter himself, a couple who had lived as man
and wife for years simply were married. I once placed a wedding at the port because it asked the
least of the reader; I have come to think it asked too much of the record—inventing a ceremony
to explain a silence that the manifest, the parish, and the community already explain between
them. I have chosen, then, to honour their union as they most likely lived it: real, lasting, and
unsolemnized—married only in the way that mattered to them and to their neighbours, and never
in a way that left a certificate to find.

Archetypes

I found these archetypes to be a great way to understand each of Peter’s relatives.

Peter: The Broken

• Born with Sisu as a required “survival mechanism” from his first moments, he was ultimately
dismantled by the “cumulative tragedy” of the Canadian Shield. Unable to cope with the loss
of his family, he withdrew into estrangement, and—as his death would attest—into drink,
until the Shield finally “won. . . by stealing the breath of his life and extinguishing his Sisu.”

Anna Maria (Johnson): The Canary

• She was the first of the family to succumb to the new world, dying of heart failure in 1911,
little more than a year after her arrival. Just as a canary in a mine stops singing to warn
miners of toxic air, her death cast a heavy shadow over the new life, serving as the first grim
warning that the Canadian Shield was a hostile environment that would exact a heavy toll on
them all.

Moses: The Pioneer

• He was the catalyst for the migration, jumping on the opportunity in 1910 to travel ahead
of his family to establish the homestead and break ground. Though he died early, his grit
secured one thing—the land—successfully transforming the family status from farm servants
to landowners.

Anna Maria (Peterson): The Bedrock

• Having lost her husband early, she was the foundation that held the family together through
illegitimacy and migration. Even at 74, she pushed her body to the absolute limit to fill the
void left by others; her death created an acute crisis of stability, proving she was the pillar the
family leaned on.

Kalle: The Steward

• He defined his life by taking on the burdens of continuity, marrying his brother’s widow, Aino,
in a cold calculus of homestead survival to keep the farm going. He raised his niece and
nephew as his own, ensuring the family line survived despite his own personal losses.
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Aino: The Spirit

• She represented the cultural vitality of the family, participating diligently in “party’s activities
on the stage” in the Finnish community theatre. Her presence in newspaper greetings wishing
for “energy in action” highlights her role in maintaining the family’s social spirit before her
illness.

Lyyli: The Stabilizer

• Arriving alone from Finland, she entered the family as a “pragmatic choice” to “re-establish
the stability” that years of death had stripped away. She stepped in to mother Peter’s daughter
Elvi and attempted to rebuild a future with Peter before further tragedy struck.

Elvi: The Survivor

• She represents the life that persisted amidst the “shadows that haunted his house.” While her
brother Leo and cousins Sulo and Lauri were “claimed” by the river and disease, she survived
the “cumulative tragedy” of her childhood, becoming the bond between Peter and his second
wife, Lyyli.

Sulo, Leo, & Lauri: The Cost

• Sulo and Leo were claimed by the river, while Lauri was taken by the pandemic; the text
frames their deaths as the price demanded by the land. With the deaths of Leo and Lauri,
the Shield’s ledger was full, marking the terrible toll paid for the family’s survival.

Miriam & Linnea: The Forsaken

• Born into a home already “haunted” by shadows, they never knew the resilient pioneer, only
the broken man the Shield had defeated. They are the family Peter left behind when he fled
to British Columbia to escape the “unpayable debt” of his grief, grappling with the legacy of
a father who had already been defeated.

Urho & Urho: The Seedlings

• They were the family’s first attempts to plant a new generation in Canadian soil. Urho Olavi
arrived to replace the matriarch, and Urho Mauno arrived to replace him. But the Shield
found the roots too shallow; Urho Olavi succumbed to the physical hardships of the new life,
and Urho Mauno was taken by disease. Their deaths were the land’s first clear rejection,
proving that the Peterson bloodline had not yet found purchase in the stone.

Reino & Mirjam: The Transplants

• They were saplings dug up from the Old World and forced to strike new roots in the thin,
acidic soil of the Shield. Hardier than the brothers lost to sickness and the ice, they survived
the shock of migration, yet they remain forever marked by the transition. They bridge the
gap between Karttula and Gorham, carrying the unique burden of remembering the home
they left while watching this new land consume their siblings, proving that only those with
the toughest bark could endure the transplant.

106



Family Tree

This abridged family tree can help visualize how Peter related to each person in his story.

Timeline

The family trees show who the characters were; this timeline shows when the events of their lives
unfolded. It gathers the births, deaths, marriages, and migrations recorded throughout the story
into a single chronological view.
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