
Ruska 
an Autumn journey through Finnish Lapland  

by Alice

Un voyage automnal en Laponie Finlandaise

In red is our itinerary, 
from Kirkenes in 
Northern Norway to 
Kolari, at the Finnish-
Swedish border. 

We flew to Kirkenes, 
then took the 'aurora 
express' train to 
Helskinki and flew 
black from there. 

My friend Jess proved 
a fantastic travel 
companion.

There  is  an  inescapable  sense  of  freedom  to 
pumping up the tyres, loading the panniers and riding 
off  into  the  distance,  by moonlight,  in  an  unknown 
country. At 9pm, the sun has set, yet the Arctic twilight 
allows us to find Kirkenes' campsite and settle there. 
Then the  journey begins,  westwards along the E6, 
Finnmark's  busy  main  road,  through  forest-scapes 
and along fjords. 
The sky is grey, it drizzles occasionally, yet the mood 
is lightened by the vegetation. The landscape seems 
ablaze,  as  if  the  leaves  were  releasing  into  the 
autumn air all the sun-fire stored during the intense 
Arctic summer.  

Gold over rusting floor,
Flame over embers,

Birch radiates.

Southwards into Finland, lakes and bogs replace the 
sea, low forested hills the rugged coastline; ahead of 
us, reindeer cross the road.

We  spend  the  night  by  Ukonselka  where  a 
snowmobile trail brings us by the lake-shore; winter is 
still the best season for overland travel, over frozen 
waters. Two fishermen appear as we gather wood. As 
wild  as  the  land  might  seem  in  northern  Lapland, 
human presence, present or past, is never far. 

Later on, as the fire dies out, we spy the green glow 
of an aurora in between the clouds.
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The sun brings warmth and colour to the morning. As 
we set  off,  we  chance  upon a  raft  of  ducks  going 
down  a rapid – they certainly seem to enjoy it. Then, 
along the road, wetlands and waterways lie in sharp 
contrast with arid stretches of forests where pines of 
all  ages share the sandy floor.  Skeletal  trees,  grey 
and desiccated with age, send they naked branches 
and upturned root, like as many antlers, towards the 
sky.

Withered trees
Spiralling

Their dancing core

In  Sevettijärvi,  we  stop  at  a  Skolt  Sámi  museum 
manned  by  a  local  young  man.  Black  and  white 
videos of ice fishing show that however romanticised 
life with the reindeer might be, the bare fact is it is 
hard, set against one of the harshest environments. 
Once again, I fail to find the right questions, so retreat 
towards  practicalities.  We learn  that  the  local  shop 
has closed for good the previous month and that the 
next one is 80km further south, in Kaamanen. Luckily 
we have enough supplies, and as rain arrives in the 
afternoon, we find a cabin to stay at in Partakko by 
lake Inari.  The neighbouring huts are rented out by 
fishermen,  including  a  man  from  southern  Finland 
who  rows  off  with  his  companion  over  the  still 
morning waters.

Dark line on the water
Shaped by wind and light
Reed's reflection vibrates

The  rainy  road  winds  through  the  northern  forest, 
edged by pines  and birches.  At  times,  vistas open 
onto a lake, a river, or a fiery expanse of reddening 
grass and mosses, with merging hues of orange and 
soft  pinks.  The  shop at  Kaamanen  is  closed  on  a 
Sunday, but a nearby restaurant offers some supplies 
and  we  find  a  delightful  cabin,  like  a  bird  hide, 
backing  onto  the  river  Kaamas.  Rowing  boats  are 
free to borrow, and soon we're on the water, as finally 
the sun pierces the clouds.  I  zigzag along,  blurring 
the perfect reflections of the yellowing bank; the low 
forested hills are blue in the distance.

Our next stop, Inari, is busier town, with bus loads of 
tourists and Siida, a natural history cum Sami culture 
museum, also art gallery, and information centre for 
the national parks. 
That night, the sky cleared, and we saw the Northern 
Lights,  green  shadows  moving  across  the  stars, 
fluttering like thin curtains in the wind. At the holiday 
village were we stay, a group of drunken youths has 
taken  over  the  beach  and  jetty.  By  the  time  they 
leave, a crescent moon slowly rises, bright orange, 
marking  a  lengthening  path  over  the  dark  blue 
surface of the lake. 

The  next  day,  we  walk  to  Pielpajärven wilderness 
church. We slowly wander through woodlands, birch 
groves  fired  by  sunshine,  pine  forests  strewn  with 
ancient, moss-covered boulders. Berry bushes form a 
reddening carpet; the landscape is perfectly reflected 
into small lakes and quiet streams.

Along the way are a couple of 'fireplaces'.  Hearths, 
covered  or  not,  accompanied  by  wooden  shelters, 
compost toilets, and stores of birch logs ready to be 
split. Both places are used more than once over the 
course of the day. In fact, outdoor life is part of the 
Finnish culture, and they have designed the most in-
obtrusive,  functional,  aesthetically  pleasing  wooden 
buildings.  Whether  for  a  bit  of  warmth,  to  grill  a 
sausage, or boil  some water, fires are lit  in no time 
and with minimum fuss. I use the stove to prepare the 
lunchtime soup, but in time, we will learn how to enjoy 
those well cared for public amenities.

Reindeer graze alongside the road as we pursue our 
journey south. A snack stop turns into an extensive 
lunch break as Jess sketches, I take pictures, and we 
both  become  fascinated  by  the  patterns  made  by 
growing fungi on stones and boulders.
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In  the  afternoon,  we  find  a  pristine  campsite  by  Lake 
Menesjärvi. As the air warms up, and the sun comes out, 
mosquitoes and midges make an unwelcome appearance.

There is much to be said for spending time by water. The 
reflections  give  the  light  more  might,  and  we  become 
fascinated by this wind-shaped version of the real world. In 
the  clear  evening  sky,  sunset  merges  into  twilight  as 
yellows and pinks are slowly replaced by darker colours: 
shades of  purples,  indigos,  and blues  as  the  sun  sinks 
further  below the horizon.  Then the Milky Way appears, 
then green streaks of light falling from all over the sky, and 
their reflections, rising from the water. There is no wind in 
the  morning,  and  the  world  is  perfectly  mirrored  on  the 
metallic water surface.

Yellows dominate this day, yellows to the extreme, yellows 
so yellow that I am overwhelmed, so yellow that I cannot 
camp by Ivalojoki had we been able to find a suitable spot.

The sun shines brightly as we cycle 70 km along a grey 
ribbon  that  stretches  between  outrageously  yellow birch 
banks, passing no settlement until finally we reach Pokka, 
self-labelled the coldest place in Europe, with a record low 
of -51

0

C, and its isolated motel, cum restaurant, cum petrol 
station. There, our cabin opens up to a courtyard filled with 
motley  objects  for  Arctic  use:  stacks  of  wood,  outdoor 
stoves,  sledges,  shiny  snowmobiles,  and  somewhat 
surprisingly, a vegetable patch and strawberries growing in 
hanging baskets. 
The place feels enclosed, a backwater of motor civilisation, 
no lake, no river, no reflections, just trees and this yard, 
barking dogs and mosquitoes. Yet the place is alive, the 
owner is charming and we chat over a beer.  This place 
proves a respite, from camping, and outdoor life, and also 
from the intense beauty of the light, colours, textures and 
shapes.  That night  we can rest,  sheltered by civilisation 
from the overwhelming beauty of the natural world. 

The sun shines brightly in the morning, and the dirt road 
we  follow  feels  friendlier  than  the  tarmac  had  been. 
“Everything looks like reindeer”,  Jess had remarked and 
surely enough, we hardly notice the three bucks resting by 
the  roadside  and  their  antlers  camouflaged  against  the 
background trees. They eye us, walk downwind to sent us, 
assess us, and lie down again.

Then a man arrives on a quad bike. We salute him, so he 
stops  and  turns  off  the  ignition  to  make  space  for  a 
conversation  that  never  happened  for  we  shared  no 
common language. “Perhaps he simply said:  'These are 
my reindeer' ”, Jess suggested.

As we near Köngäs, we fail to find a campsite and end up 
at a high-end Lapland resort. The lady in charge kindly lets 
us camp behind the sauna at the bottom of the property, by 
the river Ounas, an idyllic spot, somewhat marred by the 
insect population.

   

  

Early in the morning, mist still partly covers the river as we 
head  for  a  fireplace  and  shelter  at  the  edge  of  town.  A 
Finnish couple already sits by the fire, and greets us with the 
first  round  of  coffee.  The  hotel  they  stayed  at  did  offer 
breakfast, but one can't beat fire-grilled sausages. Then we 
follow Ounasjoki upstream and spend the night on a bed of 
pine needles.

The following afternoon finds us in Kyrö, at a welcoming 
camp-site of  red buildings located by the foothills  of the 
Pallas-Hetta  National  Park.  On  our  way  to  the  local 
fireplace,  we  get  lost  amongst  incredible  log  buildings, 
designed  with  taste,  and  raised  with  craftsmanship.  An 
elderly  lady  gets  out  of  her  way  to  show  us  the  spot,  
perfect, secluded, with view over Vuontisjärvi. Wow. Again.

In  the  morning  we  head  up  the  hills,  grateful  for  this 
opportunity  to  take  some  height  and  distance  from the 
road.  Above  the  tree  line,  areas  of  low  bushes  are 
interspersed  with  scree  slopes.  The  reindeer  graze 
peacefully amongst all shades of rust, yellows and greens, 
oblivious  of  the  crowds  of  walkers,  here  to  witness  the 
autumn. 
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The following day,  we reach a 'wilderness cabin'  by the 
shore of Pallasjärvi. A fire is already burning, and we are 
welcome to join the group sat there. “Everything is shared 
here,” says the first lady we speak to. Arctic jays fly close 
by, so close that it is time for a picture. Little did I expect 
that it would cost me half a sandwich!

     A touch of rust
 A flutter of wings
 In an instant, the bread is gone!

Visitors come and go, enjoying the red sand and the views 
over  the  lake.  In  the  afternoon,  amateur  photographers 
troop  along  the  shore,  readying  their  cameras  for  the 
sunset, the northern lights, their reflections. 

The fire roars
  The sun goes low
  For an moment, everything, gold

The sun sets over Pallasjärvi. In the north, the hills have 
turned  indigo.  The  pink  tinted  grey  clouds  shelter  an 
orange  sky.  Over  the  smooth  surface  of  the  lake,  the 
colours do not merge, they ripple, integral, into each other. 
Through the alchemy of twilight, the day transmutes into 
night, ineluctably, imperceptibly.

    
    Molten gold

 Over molten lead
 Mercury strikes the shore

We reluctantly leave this idyllic place the following day, and 
heading  south  again,  we  reach  in  the  evening  a  place 
called Akäsmylly, the location of an ancient mill by the river 
Akäs. A man is shutting his coffee shop and offers us a 
cup. “Yes, you can spend the night here, many people do 
it”,  he  says.  In  the  outdoor  hearth,  the  fire  is  already 
roaring, so we find a place for the tent, quickly wash in the 
river, and enjoy the evening by its warmth.

In  the  morning,  we  walk  to  Seitakivi,  a  standing  stone 
sacred  to  the  Sámi  people.  The  place  is  set  on  a  cliff 
overlooking the water. There is no wind, groups of ducks 
swim in the river below, the low sky and mist add to the 
eeriness  of  the place.  Later  on,  we  reach  Akässaivo,  a 
deep  pond  on  the  river  Akäs,  another  sacred  place, 
protected by a tangle of ancient rocks and trees.

In  the  evening,  we  cycle  to  the  resort  of  Akäslompolo, 
where we camp under pouring rain, the only tent amongst 
tens of  caravans.  Sauna is  de rigueur there and we do 
certainly enjoy its warmth after a very damp, yet beautiful 
walk  on  the  flanks  of  Ylläs,  first  down  a  stream,  then 
through  a  pine  forest  leading  up  to  the  most  amazing 
board walk over a scree slope, then back down again to 
the national park's visitor centre.

Finally,  we  head for  Kolari,  where we enjoy the motel's 
hospitality – cabin with sauna and reindeer burger (for me) 
– dry and sort our equipment to be ready for the return 
journey.
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