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Abstract 

 

This dissertation explores the Roma (zigenare, tattare) in the context of the lower 

strata of society in the eastern border regions of the Swedish Kingdom c. 1743–1809. While 

the Roma have traditionally been studied as an isolated group, my thesis examines them in 

relation to other low-status people. Based on close reading of different administrative and 

judicial sources, it explores the construction and the maintenance of the categories zigenare 

and tattare in the context of vagrancy control operations, occupational spheres, conflicts, and 

social mobility. 

During the research period, Swedish labour and population policies laid emphasis 

on increasing population growth and labour supply. Vagrancy legislation was extended to 

encompass the ‘domestic’ zigenare/tattare, enabling their exploitation as a workforce. The 

military held a strong position in society, and military needs greatly affected the enforcement 

of vagrancy policies. Roma were targeted by vagrancy control more forcefully than the rest of 

the population. As vagrancy control was enforced at the local level, functional relations with 

local populations were vital for the survival of the Roma. The economic activities practiced by 

the Roma tied them to local communities while reinforcing the connection between mobility 

and the ‘Gypsy’ notion. Roma were bound to society mainly through military occupations, 

which provided legal protection but also accommodated them on the lower echelons of society.  

Differentiation between Roma and non-Roma endured throughout the period. 

Ethnic status was fairly persistent even in the event of changing social status. Ethnicity was 

usually based on descent, but it could also be connected to a way of life, dark appearance, weak 

ties to church, and, possibly, to language. However, the ethnic boundaries were not 

impermeable and the undefined character of the categories zigenare/tattare could allow some 

flexibility in administrative practices and entail uncertainty concerning identities. 
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1. Introduction 

This is a study of the lower strata of society in the eastern border regions of the 

Swedish Kingdom in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. The study focuses on 

those categorised as zigenare and tattare by their contemporaries (generally referred to as 

“Roma” in my dissertation), but I situate the Roma in a wider social stratum of people whose 

social status resembled that of the Roma.1 In the literature, the Roma have traditionally been 

dealt with as an isolated and clearly bounded group, which has to a great extent predetermined 

the way in which they have been understood and presented: as anomalous outsiders whose 

relations with the rest of society have been characterised by general antagonism or defined by 

state persecutions. In contrast to this approach, my study seeks to attain a more nuanced 

understanding of the position of the Roma in the Swedish borderlands by studying them in the 

context of the wider, lower stratum of society. By exploring similarities, differences and 

interactions between the Roma and other low-status people as well as the processes that 

influenced their social standing, the study seeks to grasp how notions of ethnic difference 

emerged and took shape within the lower strata of society during the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries. 

The research period was characterised by state policies which influenced the 

categorisation of populations and affected the ways in which Roma and other low-status people 

were treated. In the eighteenth century, labour and population policies laid emphasis on 

increasing population growth and labour supply. While until the year 1748, zigenare/tattare 

were legally considered outlaws and were subject to expulsion policies, in the latter part of the 

eighteenth century, ‘domestic’ zigenare/tattare were governed by the same legislation as other 

vagabonds. In practice, this change in policy was gradual. However, it enabled the exploitation 

of, and reflected authorities’ will to exploit, the Roma as a workforce. 

In Swedish society, the military had a prominent, and to a certain extent, 

independent, position, which had developed over the course of the seventeenth century. 

Military needs had a fundamental influence on the enforcement of vagrancy policies since they 

heavily affected the exploitation of the workforce of convicted vagrants. The latter part of the 

eighteenth century saw the buttressing of Swedish military frontiers by the construction of the 

                                                 
1 The terminology applied in my dissertation to refer to people identified as zigenare/tattare will be discussed in 

detail in the last subchapter of the introduction.  
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fortresses of Sveaborg and Svartholm on the southern shore of Finland. These fortresses were 

built in order to reinforce the eastern defence of the Swedish Kingdom against the Russian 

Empire, which had occupied the area of Finland twice in the first half of the eighteenth century. 

Convicted vagrants were used as a workforce at these construction works. Furthermore, for 

many low-status people, voluntary enlistment in regiments served as a means to acquire 

protection against vagrancy allegations. 

My study comprises the area of Finland which, during the research period, formed 

the eastern part of the Swedish Kingdom. The specific focus of the study is on the provinces 

of Nyland och Tavastehus and Kymmenegård, which housed the fortresses of Sveaborg and 

Svartholm. They thus constititute a fruitful context for exploring the influence of military and 

vagrancy policies on the Roma and other low-status people. Moreover, the Kymmenegård 

province formed a border province with Russia. During the research period, Russia ruled a part 

of south-eastern Finland, which had a proportionally great Roma population. Although the 

geographical focus of my study is on Swedish Finland, the thesis will also cast some light on 

the situation on the other side of the border and on cross-border mobility. This provides a wider 

context for understanding Swedish policies on vagrancy and the Roma, and the position of the 

Roma in Swedish society. 

The study deals with people who have been for centuries tied together with the 

surrounding populations through, for instance, work and accommodation relations. Yet, in spite 

of these ties, they have been marginalised in a number of ways. Since poor relief was tied to 

residence, the Roma were often intentionally left unregistered and, consequently, cannot be 

found in many of the ordinary sources of social historical studies. Partly due to the shortage of 

sources, their marginalisation has been reproduced in the historiography of Finland as well as 

of other European countries. They have been left aside from national, and often even from 

local, histories and, if dealt with, they were treated as separate and marginal population groups. 

However, the picture of a society is only partial if it does not include those who, 

at different periods, were pushed to its fringes. Indeed, the processes of marginalisation shed 

light on the way in which society functions as a whole. Furthermore, although the 

marginalisation of the Roma in the historiography reflects in part their social position, it has 

also, to a certain extent, distorted the picture of the past, by omitting all indications of social 

inclusion and interaction. How did the processes of marginalisation and social exclusion work 

at local and regional levels and how did they combine with the constant interaction between 

population groups? How did these processes influence the construction of ethnic identities? 
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These are the questions underlying my research and examined in the context of the eastern 

border region of the Swedish Kingdom. 

Roma and Travellers as a subject of historical study 

Nordic perspective 

In the field of ‘Romani studies’, a longstanding research tradition has tended to 

present the Roma as a group that has for centuries lived separately from mainstream societies.2 

According to this view, the isolation of the Roma permitted them to maintain their indigenous 

culture, often described as self-contained and static. This tradition, which omits the perspective 

of interaction, has led scholars to present the history of the Roma as a coherent story, implying 

that the Roma have always formed a distinctive group, with clear ethnic boundaries.3 When 

studied, relations between the Roma and mainstream societies have often been presented as 

remote and hostile, and explained by the former’s ‘inborn’ aggression and criminality.4 

The above-mentioned tendencies do not only apply to Finnish and Nordic 

research, but have constituted a general European trend which has received criticism especially 

since the 1990s.5 Dutch social historians Leo Lucassen, Wim Willems and Annemarie Cottaar 

have criticised the conventional research approach for labelling the Roma (or Gypsies, as they 

refer to them) as a criminal, marginalised group and for focusing excessively on their shared 

ethnic origin. In their view, the history of the Roma has been isolated from the national histories 

of the countries in which they have lived. Lucassen, Willems and Cottaar have also challenged 

the view of a homogenous Roma population with a shared ethnic origin, emphasising the 

effects of long-term social marginalisation and stigmatisation on the formation of bands of 

‘social outcasts’.6 

The tendency to study the history of the Roma in isolation from national histories 

is problematic not only as regards the picture it draws of the Roma but also in regard to the 

way it presents ‘mainstream society’. Separating Roma into a clearly definable ‘block’ outside 

                                                 
2 E.g. Grönfors 1981; Nygård 1998 & 2001; Vehmas 1961. 
3 E.g. Etzler 1944; Fraser 1992. 
4 Nygård 1998 & 2001; Vehmas 1961; Svensson 1993. On this research tradition, see also Tervonen 2010, 1–4. 

Some scholars have nevertheless acknowledged that Roma had a certain economic role in local communities. 

See, for instance, Pulma 2006; Grönfors 1981, 74–90; Waris-Westerberg 1984, 65–66; Vehmas 1961, 151. 

More recently, Tervonen (2010) and Minken (2009) have examined in-depth the socio-economic role of the 

Roma/Travellers in local communities. 
5 See, for instance, Mayall 2004, 23–28. 
6 Lucassen et al. 1998; Lucassen 1998a; Willems 1998. On the criticism of studying the history of the Roma 

separate from the surrounding society, see also Viljanen 2003, 75. 
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the rest of the society is connected with the idea of an exceptionally unified and homogeneous 

Finnish nation, which Miika Tervonen has described as ‘a blind spot’ of history research in 

Finland. According to Tervonen, this idea has, to a large extent, remained unchallenged, 

although contemporary research has often sought to dismantle rather than build national 

interpretations of history. Tervonen argues that, besides a myth, ‘Finland of one culture’ has 

been a political program and a self-fulfilling prophecy, strengthened by demographic 

developments.7 His reading of popular histories of Finland shows that historians have strongly 

participated in developing and maintaining this myth from the late nineteenth century onwards. 

In the nineteenth century, the existence of minorities was almost entirely ignored in these 

books, while after the Second World War, the tendency to list national minorities and highlight 

their low numbers served as a way to paint a picture of clear boundaries between groups and 

to underline the idea of the homogeneity of the Finnish-speaking majority.8 

Particularly from the 1990s on, a growing interest in new perspectives in the field 

of ‘Romani studies’ has emerged, drawing attention to questions related to, for instance, the 

social and economic position and the identity construction of the Roma.9 In the Nordic 

historiographies on the Roma and Travellers10, new research questions have also surfaced. In 

contrast to the widespread perception, it has become clear that the Roma have not lived in 

isolation from other populations but instead have for centuries been connected to local 

communities and economies. Indeed, for people living without permanent housing in countries 

where the winters are freezing, functional relations with the sedentary population were often a 

question of life and death.11 

Miika Tervonen has studied the relations of the Finnish Roma and the Swedish 

Travellers with the peasants of the respective countries, inspired by the criticism launched by 

Lucassen, Willems and Cottaar. Based on an extensive number of primary sources, the thesis 

                                                 
7 In the late 19th century and after the civil war of 1918, parts of the Jewish and the Russian-speaking 

population living in Finland were expelled from the country. Changing foreign names or names which pointed 

to a minority background to Finnish ones became very common in the beginning of the 20 th century and in the 

1930s. Yet demographic developments also strengthened this pattern. Starting from the late 19 th century, the 

proportion of the Swedish speaking population diminished. This resulted, for instance, from an earlier decrease 

in their birth rate as compared to the rest of the population. Moreover, the number of foreigners in Finland 

decreased during the depression of the 1930s and almost collapsed during the Second World War.  
8 In the nineteenth century, only minor attention was given to the Swedish-speaking population in these books, 

while other minorities were almost entirely omitted. Intriguingly, many of the authors of these early works had 

knowledge concerning the Roma – yet including it in these books was obviously regarded as insignificant. 

Tervonen 2014, especially 138–143, 147, 154–155. 
9 See for instance Mayall 2004; Opfermann 2007; Fricke 1996. 
10 Travellers refer to Scandinavian itinerant groups, whose historical connections to the Roma have divided 

opinion. I will come back to this question in greater depth on page 7. 
11 Tervonen 2005 & 2010. 
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examines the influence of nation-building processes on relations between the Finnish 

Roma/Swedish Travellers and sedentary majority populations in the period 1860–1925. The 

focus of the study is on inter-ethnic relations, and, in particular, on micro-level interaction, 

conflicts and boundary-drawing.12 

Concerning earlier time periods, Anne Minken has studied the ethnic formation 

of the Scandinavian Traveller populations (tattare/tatere) prior to 1850. Examining the 

question of whether the tattare were considered an ethnic group or this label was simply a form 

of social categorisation, she concluded that the Travellers did define themselves and were 

identified by mainstream populations as belonging to a distinct group, diverging from the 

mainstream population. This perception was based on a belief in a common tattare origin as 

well as on a different way of living, which came to be considered a traditional group custom. 

Their language, by contrast, was seldom mentioned as a cultural trait that had a strong influence 

on their group identity.13 

Although the fascinating studies done by Tervonen and Minken have greatly 

enhanced our understanding of the relations between the Roma/Travellers and mainstream 

populations as well as of the dynamics of ethnic differentiation, there is still a need for further 

research in the field. Many questions remain, especially regarding the Finnish Roma in the 

periods preceding the nineteenth century, since this has mainly been studied from a political 

perspective. Policies towards tattare and zigenare in eighteenth-century Finland have been 

analysed by Elina Waris-Westerberg in her master’s thesis and by Panu Pulma in his interesting 

study on Nordic Romany policies from the sixteenth through the twentieth centuries.14 

Although both these works pay some attention to the ways in which official policies were 

implemented at the grass-roots level, to the impact of these policies on the Roma, and to the 

relations between the Roma and the majority population, they nevertheless deal with the topic 

from a top–down perspective, focusing particularly on administration and the viewpoint of 

authorities. 

Suomen romanien historia (“The History of the Finnish Roma”), published in 

2012, was an attempt to reverse this perspective and to give voice to the experience of the 

Roma population. The book was the fruit of a multidisciplinary research project which brought 

together researchers from the fields of history, anthropology, ethnomusicology, political 

                                                 
12 Tervonen 2010. 
13 Minken 2009, 374, 406. 
14 Waris-Westerberg 1984; Pulma 2006. For Swedish policies towards tattare and zigenare, see also Montensino 

2002, 33–56. 
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sciences, and linguistics, as well as people belonging to the Finnish ‘mainstream’ and Roma 

populations. Besides large historical sections, a sizable part of the volume was reserved for 

articles dealing with different aspects of Roma culture, language, political organisation and 

religion in an historical perspective. I had the privilege of working on this project, in which my 

research area encompassed the period from the sixteenth through the mid-nineteenth 

centuries.15 

The book, whose authors come from different research traditions and cultural 

backgrounds, is united by its attempt to discover the standpoint of the Roma and to focus on 

the interaction between them and mainstream populations. This was particularly challenging 

with regard to the period with which I was dealing due to the fragmentary and biased source 

material available. I chose to focus my study particularly on the different economic activities 

of the Roma, since this gave me a concrete opportunity to study the interaction between the 

Roma and mainstream populations as well as to examine the different and, perhaps, changing 

economic and social roles that the Roma took in local communities. 

It is rather paradoxical that although the history of the Finnish Roma has not been 

widely studied, the existing research on it has started to repeat itself. Conclusions that have 

been drawn – quite often on the basis of a very small number of primary sources – have often 

been repeated in subsequent literature, and, at times, they have ended up in a semi-mythical 

position. The remote and hostile relations between the Roma and mainstream populations, as 

well as the aimless wandering of the Roma, are examples of this kind of recurrent perception. 

Hence, besides gathering new material, my aim was to critically re-examine everything that 

had been written on the topic and to return to the primary sources used to arrive at various 

conclusions. 

However, the research project had a very tight schedule and its results, as well, 

were limited. What finally emerged from my work on this project was a review of the current 

knowledge of the history of the Finnish Roma from the sixteenth century until the mid-

nineteenth century, with special attention paid to the influence of the state policies towards the 

Roma at the local level, to the occupations of the Roma, and to the relations between the Roma 

and the mainstream populations. During the project, I considered it important to study the 

Roma in relation to other low-status people in order to be able to place them into a wider social 

context. However, I did not find a way to incorporate this perspective within the study. I also 

                                                 
15 Pulma (ed.) 2012. The book was translated in Swedish in 2015. My work on this project is presented rather 

broadly here, since it forms the basis from which I began my PhD work. 
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felt that my analysis of the relations between the Roma and the mainstream society could have 

been further developed by gathering more primary sources and by a better contextualisation of 

the cases. 

The question of the relations between the Roma and other low-status people is 

extremely important, since it is linked to a more general dilemma of the ethnic and social 

backgrounds of the Roma and Traveller populations. There has been a consensus among 

scholars that the Scandinavian Traveller populations originate at least partly from majority 

populations, although disagreements and different emphases regarding the process of group 

formation exist. Miika Tervonen has distinguished two principal tendencies among these 

different perceptions. 

First, there is the ‘blending theory’, which has stressed the existence of a ‘Roma 

core’ in the origins of Scandinavian Traveller populations. According to this approach, 

distinctive and originally endogamous Roma groups arrived in Scandinavia from the sixteenth 

century on. During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, they blended with originally 

Scandinavian groups, thus forming itinerant low-status groups that were called by various 

names in different countries.16 After the Second World War, this ‘blending theory’ was 

challenged by some scholars, who contended that foreign Roma elements were not a sufficient 

or even a necessary condition for forming culturally distinct, itinerant pariah groups. This 

second, so-called ‘labelling theory’, emphasised the role of social labelling and the over-

generational exclusion of certain ‘undesired’ people in the formation of the Scandinavian 

Traveller populations.17 

One of the critics of the ‘blending theory’ was Adam Heymowski, whose doctoral 

thesis was published in 1969. In a genealogical research on Swedish Travellers, Heymowski 

traced the pedigrees of a sample of people regarded as typical tattare by their contemporaries 

in the 1960s. Although the pedigrees traced contained a core group of people who had been 

working in itinerant occupations for centuries with a high rate of intermarriage, a number of 

ordinary Swedish peasants were also found among the Traveller ancestors. The study thus 

pointed to mixed origins for the Traveller population and to the influence of labelling and social 

exclusion on their group formation. Although Hemowski did acknowledge the ‘Gypsy descent’ 

of some of the families within his study, he nevertheless considered “the travelling community 

                                                 
16 In Sweden they were called tattare, in Denmark natmaend and kjæltringerna, and in Norway omstreifer, 

tatere or fantefolket. The term nowadays in use of this group in Sweden is resande (Travellers). See, for 

instance, Thesleff 1904; Etzer 1944; Pulma 2006. 
17 E.g. Heymowski 1969; Tillhagen 1956; On the debate concerning ‘blending’ and ‘labelling theories’, see 

Tervonen 2010, 7, 10–12. 



8 

 

as a social phenomenon independent of the Gypsies, neither caused by them nor deriving from 

them.”18 

Anne Minken has recently criticised the conclusions drawn by Heymowski. 

Relying on recent genealogical studies, she has shown that there was, in fact, a notable ancestral 

continuum between groups that were called by the terms zigenare and tattare during the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and those called by the same terms during the nineteenth 

century.19 According to Minken, however, the ways in which tattare were described by their 

contemporaries changed between the seventeenth and nineteteenth centuries: Minken has 

described these developments as ethnification, de-ethnification, and re-ethnification as regards 

to tattare and zigenare in Northern Europe.20 

Based on seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century court cases, Minken has 

argued that, in Sweden, Denmark, and Norway, the mainstream populations highlighted the 

distinctiveness of the tattare population by referring to their descent or foreign origins, and, 

occasionally, to their appearance, dress, or language. Moreover, people identified as tattare 

could also emphasise that they were born of tattare people or were of zigenare extraction. 

Interestingly, such references to ethnicity disappear from the Nordic sources in the latter part 

of the eighteenth century. In Denmark and Norway, the tattare designation was almost entirely 

absent from the judicial material. Although it was continuously applied in Sweden, there were 

no such references to their descent as in the earlier judicial cases. Minken has explained this 

by the change in judicial praxis, since, from 1748 onwards, in Sweden, tattare/zigenare were 

subject to the same legislation as other vagabonds. Even though the special laws concerning 

tattare remained in force in Norway and Denmark, they were no longer applied, and thus 

people chose to avoid using the tattare label in judicial cases.21 The development in Norway 

and Denmark had parallels in other countries: in the Netherlands and in German-speaking 

regions, the period from around 1730 to 1835 has been characterised as ‘the great silence’ as 

regards the Roma. Following a period of intensive persecution during the first decades of the 

eighteenth century, authorities seem to have lost interest in distinguishing ‘Gypsies’ from other 

                                                 
18 Heymowski 1969, e.g. 113. 
19 Minken 2009, e.g. 185–215, 262. 
20 Minken 2009, 435.  
21 Minken 2009, 434.  
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vagabonds and few ordinances were directed exclusively against them.22 During the nineteenth 

century, tattare were again increasingly referred to as a distinct group.23 

I will not go into the details of the debate concerning the origins of the 

Scandinavian Traveller populations here, since this is not the focus of my study. However, the 

contrasting perceptions of origins between the Scandinavian Travellers and the Finnish Roma 

appear interesting from the perspective of my own research, as does Minken’s interpretation 

concerning the de-ethnicification of the tattare during my research period. In Finland, both 

scholars and the Roma themselves have traditionally shared the opinion that the Finnish Roma 

have always formed a group that is distinct from the rest of the population, with clear ethnic 

boundaries and a very low rate of intermarriage between the populations.24 This has been 

explained by the absence of other itinerant groups in Finland at a time when the Roma are 

considered to have arrived there (the first discovered sources mention people defined as tattare 

in Åland, in 1559, and on the mainland of present-day Finland, in 1580).  

However, research on the topic has been inadequate, since apart from the thesis 

by Miika Tervonen, studies have tended to take for granted the clear separation of the Finnish 

Roma from the rest of the population. Although Tervonen has analysed in depth ethnic 

boundary crossing and inter-ethnic relations in his dissertation, the focus of his study is on 

relations between the Roma and peasants. Hence, the status of the Finnish Roma in comparison 

to other low-status people has not been sufficiently evaluated. 

Rather than challenging the studies by Tervonen and Minken, my research seeks 

to complement them. The geographical area of Minken’s study is large: it encompasses the 

areas of Norway, Denmark and the western part of the Swedish Kingdom. However, Minken 

has not done archival research on the area of Finland, the eastern part of the Swedish Kingdom. 

My thesis allows the evaluation of her idea of the de-ethnification of tattare and zigenare in 

late eighteenth-century Northern Europe in the context of Finland, which makes an important 

contribution to the research on the Roma and Travellers in the Nordic countries.  

My research approach has many similarities with that of Tervonen’s socio-

historical study. However, while Tervonen explores the influence of nation-building processes 

on ethnic boundary-drawing in Finland and Sweden, my study focuses on a period preceding 

                                                 
22 Minken 2009, 377–378. It has been claimed that the persecutions resulted in almost complete disappearance 

of ‘Gypsies’ from the Dutch Republic. According to this view, it was not until the nineteenth century that new 

groups arrived there. However, based on his research on judicial material, Florike Egmond has argued that this 

was hardly the case. Egmond 1993, 105, 129–151. 
23 Minken 2009, 434.  
24 E.g. Thesleff 1904; Vehmas 1961; Grönfors 1981; Nygård 1998 & 2001. 
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nationalism and nation-building. Tervonen has pointed to some continuity in boundary-

drawing between Roma/Travellers and the rest of the population before his research era, and 

my study allows a nuanced analysis on differentiation between zigenare/tattare and others 

before nation-building in Finland.25 Moreover, as noted above, studying the Roma in the 

context of other low-status people differentiates my approach from that of Tervonen. 

The perception of a clear, distinct and easily separable Roma group seems to be 

less evident in the light of available primary sources. Indeed, there appears to be at least some 

ambiguity in the question of who the Roma actually were, which can be traced partly to a 

terminological problem. In Stockholm, the first known reference to a group of people who 

travelled from one country to another and were called tartare dates to the year 1512. Since 

then, the term tattare has entered the Swedish language, whereas the word zigenare began to 

appear in the sources only from the seventeenth century onwards. These two terms were used 

side by side until zigenare gradually replaced the term tattare with reference to the Roma.  

In my research period, the eighteenth century, both of these terms were still in 

use, although zigenare appeared more often. An interesting question is whether the terms were 

synonymous, or, alternatively, they referred to different sorts of people. It has been speculated 

that the term zigenare may have referred to a more ethnically perceived Roma group, while 

itinerant groups of more mixed origin would have been referred to by the term tattare.26 The 

Swedish Travellers (nowadays called resande) were earlier known by the term tattare, whereas 

the word zigenare was increasingly used for the Finnish Roma from the nineteenth century on.  

However, in the Finnish primary sources of my research period, the same person 

could be called by both of these terms in different – and even in the same – documents. This 

indicates that the words were often used as synonyms in the Finnish context. Anne Minken has 

arrived at the same conclusion with regard to Scandinavia.27 The overall analysis is made 

complex by the fact that Finland formed part of the Swedish Kingdom. Swedish was used as 

an administrative language in different parts of the kingdom, which also had a common 

legislation. As the same terms were in use in different regions, it is not a simple task to 

distinguish the essential differences, if any, within groups of people who were often 

inaccurately marked on official records between the two parts of the kingdom. The same terms 

may have held different meanings depending on regions where they were in use and people 

who applied them. Moreover, if the terms had different meanings, it may be asked whether it 

                                                 
25 Tervonen 2010, 264. 
26 See, for instance, Heymowski 1969, 85, 113.  
27 Minken 2009, 21. 
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always mattered for authorities whether they used the right term or not: was it considered 

important to differentiate between ‘ethnic Roma’ and other itinerant, low-status people? And, 

if so, why? We should therefore remain cautious regarding the conclusions that can be drawn 

on the grounds of terminology. However, it is important to be conscious of the fact that the 

terms tattare and zigenare could hold varying meanings and connotations which were not 

necessarily either ‘ethnic’ or ‘social’. 

Just as the history of the Finnish Roma before the nineteenth century has not been 

widely studied, neither has that of the other low-status groups, as studies of the Finnish 

underclass have focused on the period of industrialisation (from the 1860s onwards). We do 

have some studies which explore servant policies of the eighteenth century,28 hired labour in 

the seventeenth and the eighteenth centuries,29 the poor relief system,30 vagrancy from a legal 

history perspective,31 as well as vagrancy policies of the nineteenth century.32 These studies 

provide a socio-political framework for my study but with a clear top–down perspective, as is 

the case with the research on the Roma in these early periods, too. There is thus a clear gap in 

the research pertaining to the social position of, for instance, vagrants, drafted soldiers, small-

scale craftsmen33, executioners, and other people working in ‘infamous occupations’34 during 

the preindustrial era. The scarcity of the research can be in part explained by the shortage of 

sources, for studying low-status people in the early modern period requires extensive archival 

work. Nevertheless, the use of eighteenth-century source material should enable more in-depth 

studies on these people. My thesis, which explores interactions at the grass-roots level, differs 

clearly in its approach from the existing studies concerning Roma35 and vagrants36 in early 

modern Finland, which focus on state policies and the legal framework. 

Questions linked to the connections and differences between different parts of the 

Swedish Kingdom have been treated rather broadly above. Although my study focuses on the 

area of Finland, this geographical area cannot be studied without taking into consideration the 

developments in the western part of the kingdom, of which Finland had been an integral part 

                                                 
28 Kallio 1913. 
29 Wilmi 1991.  
30 Pulma 1985 & 1994; Alaja 2013. 
31 Ståhlberg 1893; Hammarskjöld 1866. 
32 Nygård 1985; Pukero 2009. For a recent study concerning vagrancy in Sweden, see Johnsson 2016. This 

study analyses the social practices of the compulsory-service statutes in the county of Västmanland in the 1830s. 
33 An interesting exception is the dissertation of Merja Uotila, which deals with artisans in Hollola in the time 

period from 1810 to 1840, paying attention to both ‘official’ and ‘unofficial’ artisans. Uotila 2014. 
34 Blok 2001. I will come back to this concept in more detail in the section dealing with theoretical viewpoints. 
35 Waris-Westerberg 1984; Pulma 2006. 
36 Ståhlberg 1893; Hammarskjöld 1866. 
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for centuries. That is, the developments of the Roma/Travellers may not have been identical in 

different parts of the kingdom, but the Roma living in Finland were, nevertheless, connected 

in many ways with the travelling groups of the western part of the kingdom. Mobility was not 

infrequent between these areas: by contrast, we have several examples of Roma questioned in 

Finland who reported that they were born in Sweden. During the time when Finland belonged 

to the Swedish Kingdom, clear differences between Roma/Travellers in Finland and Sweden 

remain questionable, at the very least. 

Towards the east 

For many centuries, Finnish territory has been considered as a frontier between 

east and west. This position took on a concrete form during the eighteenth century as the power 

of Sweden decreased significantly. During the Great Northern War (1700–1721), Russia 

conquered from Sweden the eastern parts of the realm. Seeking to orient towards the west, 

Russia founded its new capital city, Saint Petersburg, on the banks of the river Neva, in 1703, 

increasing thus the strategic importance of the nearby areas. The new capital was founded on 

the area of Ingria, taken from Sweden, which had a Finnish-speaking population. In the treaty 

of Nystad, in 1721, the areas of Estonia, Livonia, Ingria as well as the south-eastern part of 

Finland37 were formally ceded to Russia. In 1743, Sweden was forced to cede yet another part 

of south-eastern Finland to Russia. In 1744, the ‘Finnish’ areas under Russian rule were joined 

together administratively within the Vyborg Governorate (from 1797 onwards the Finland 

Governorate) and, after 1809, when Russia had taken over the whole of Finland, the region 

became known by the name ‘Old Finland’ (Gamla Finland, Vanha Suomi).38  

 

                                                 
37 The area included the eastern and southern parts of the Kexholm province, the western part of the Karelian 

Isthmus, the western coast of the Vyborg Bay, and the outer islands of the Gulf of Finland. During the 

seventeenth century, the Kexholm province had been administered by Sweden as a ‘land of conquest’ 

(voittomaa), which had a different administratative status than the ‘traditional’ areas of the kingdom.  
38 Viikki 1994, 144–145; Kirby 2006, 42–44, 79; Sihvo 1989, 66. In my thesis, the ‘Finnish’ areas under 

Russian rule will be referred to by the terms ‘Old Finland’ and ‘Russian Finland’.  
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Map 1: 

The Swedish Kingdom in 1679 

 

Source: Pulma (ed.) 2012, 35.  

Map 2: 

The Swedish Kingdom in 1721 and in 1743 

 

Source: Pulma (ed.) 2012, 37. 

 

Map 3: 

Russian Finland 1743–1809 

 

Source: Haapala & Toivo (eds.) 2007, 102. 

Pohjakartta © Karttakeskus, 2007  
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After the Great Northern War, many of the old privileges were guaranteed for the 

inhabitants of Estonia and Livonia, whereas the inhabitants of ‘Old Finland’ were only given 

the right to retain their religion. In reality, however, the Swedish practices of administration, 

taxation and judicature were strengthened in Old Finland since, from the 1710s onwards, Peter 

I had begun to modernise the Russian administration following the Swedish model, which was 

considered modern and efficient. Although the Swedish administrative model was abolished 

after the death of Peter I, in 1725, it strengthened further in Old Finland, since the management 

of the administration and the judicature of the region were set up in the same offices as those 

of Estonia and Livonia.39 The inhabitants also continued to be governed mainly in the Swedish 

language.40 

The references found from the HISKI database, which gives internet access to 

Finnish parish records, indicate that, in the late eighteenth century, the proportional size of the 

Roma population in the area of Old Finland was significantly larger than that in the area of 

Swedish Finland. Until the year 1743, around 20 percent of the references to the Finnish Roma 

are found in this area41, while during the period 1744–1775, the percentage rises to around 30 

percent and, during the period 1776–1809, over 60 percent of the references to the Finnish 

Roma are to be found in the area of Old Finland.42 Yet the overall population of Russian Finland 

was much smaller than that of Swedish Finland and the population growth was not as fast there 

as on the Swedish side. The population of Swedish Finland almost doubled in the latter part of 

                                                 
39 Thaden 1984, 82–83; Paaskoski & Orrman (eds.) 2012, 17–26. 
40 The central administration of Russian Finland operated in Russian, but since most of the people living in the 

area did not speak Russian, the local administration was obliged to operate in Swedish. Towards the end of the 

eighteenth century, the area received German-speaking functionaries from the Baltic Countries, and, hence, the 

importance of German as an administrative language grew, at least in certain regions. Although Finnish dialects 

were commonly spoken in the area of Russian Finland, too, there are almost no sources in the Finnish language 

before the nineteenth century. In the Swedish Kingdom, the administrative language was Swedish. Before the 

nineteenth century, Finnish was not much used outside elementary education and church, although some 

religious texts and translations of most important administratative texts were written in Finnish. 
41 From 1721 to 1743, only a part of this area belonged to the Russian Empire.  
42 The HISKI database contains references to baptisms, burials and weddings. From this database, 1621 

references to Roma were found in the period until the year 1809. The references were divided as follows: 251 

references in the period until the year 1743, 460 references in the period 1744–1775, and 910 references in the 

period 1776–1809. It should be emphasised that these numbers do not equal the actual number of services since 

the references may contain overlaps. I have located the references to the Roma by entering tat-, tar-, zi-, sig-, 

and sik- into the occupation fields in the search forms (as the labels tattare/zigenare appear in the records in 

different forms of spelling, these entries allowed me to locate the references fairly comprehensively). I have 

searched for baptisms by father, mother, and godparent, burials by the deceased and his/her relative, and 

weddings by husband and wife. Hence, in cases when a reference concerned two persons labelled as 

zigenare/tattare, the service has been counted twice. http://hiski.genealogia.fi/hiski/3e86rh?fi+A21, read in 9.–

10.8.2017. 
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the eighteenth century: from around 426 000, in 1749, to around 833 000, in 1800. In Russian 

Finland, the population grew from around 115 000, in 1754, to 193 139, in 1815.43  

However, the numbers provided by the HISKI database should be considered only 

indicative. The information obtained from the database is not always accurate, since it is still 

under construction and it lacks data from some parishes. Furthermore, even if the database were 

complete, it would not provide reliable information on the actual population of the Roma. 

Generally speaking, the older parish records tend to be more incomplete than the more recent 

ones: in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, the Roma were only rarely registered 

in the parish records. Even at later periods, registration varied between different parishes. In 

some parishes, the clergymen may simply have been more active in registering the Roma, 

whereas in other parishes many Roma may have been purposely left unregistered in order to 

avoid an increase in the poor-relief burden, the provision of which was the responsibility of 

parishes. Furthermore, registration may have been more common in the parishes where the 

Roma were better integrated into the local communities. It is nevertheless plausible that, during 

the eighteenth century, a significant number of Roma were never registered in the parish 

records. 

However, even though the numbers should be taken as merely indicative, the clear 

difference between Swedish and Russian Finland allows us to conclude that, in the late 

eighteenth century, Russian Finland had a proportionally greater Roma population than 

Swedish Finland. Yet, on the grounds of parish records, we cannot reliably estimate when the 

Roma population of Russian Finland was formed or when it started to increase significantly. 

Seventeenth-century court records show that people labelled as tattare were present in this area 

already during this century, whereas the references in the HISKI database indicate that the 

population increased substantially after Sweden had ceded the area to the Russian Empire.44  

Since research on the Roma and on vagrancy policies in the area of Russian 

Finland is entirely lacking, it is not known from where the Roma population of Russian Finland 

originated.45 Nor have the reasons for the concentration of the Roma in Russian Finland been 

                                                 
43 Numbers taken from Jutikkala 1980, 151–154; Toivo 2007, 94; Karonen 2008, 34. The numbers presented by 

Oiva Turpeinen differ somewhat from the above numbers, yet the difference in population growth between 

Swedish and Russian Finland remains similar, in his estimation. According to Turpeinen, the population of 

Russian Finland was 158 380, in 1763, and 216 141, in 1815, while the population of Swedish Finland was 

512 653, in 1763, and 907 896, in 1815. Turpeinen 2001, 42. 
44 For references concerning the seventeenth century, see Rekola 2012b, 30–36, 74. 
45 The history of the Baltic Roma provides a perspective for addressing the question concerning the Roma 

movement within the areas of Finland, the Baltic littoral and western Russia. Paul Ariste, who has conducted 

linguistic research on the Baltic Romany language, has presented the idea that the Roma moved from 

Scandinavia to Finland, Estonia and to the surroundings of Saint Petersburg from the sixteenth century onwards. 
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studied. Hence, if we take as a hypothesis that the Roma in Russian Finland originated, at least 

partly, from other parts of Finland, this leads us to a series of further questions: Was their 

moving to the area influenced by the fact that the region was ruled by Russia? Could the 

possible differences in policies towards Roma between Sweden and Russia have made the 

region attractive in the eyes of the Roma? Or, rather than political reasons, can social or 

economic explanations be found for the concentration of the Roma population in the area of 

Russian Finland? 

Providing complete answers to these questions would demand extensive research 

that was not feasible within the framework of this study. However, although the geographical 

focus of my study is on Swedish Finland, the thesis nevertheless seeks to shed some light on 

the influence of the Russian border on the alleged vagrants, in general, and on the Roma, in 

particular. In this regard, it is necessary to look into the history of Russian Finland as well as 

policies towards vagrants and Roma in the Russian Empire. This will be done in the second 

chapter, while the third chapter will switch focus to the grass-roots level; to the border and its 

crossing. 

Research problem and the structure of the study 

The thesis aims at analysing the following questions: 

How were the categories ‘zigenare’ and ‘tattare’ constructed and maintained in social 

interaction and how did they connect to social and ethnic identities in the eastern border region 

of the Swedish Kingdom in the late eighteenth and the early nineteenth centuries? 

The study explores how the boundary separating people identified as zigenare or 

tattare from other people of similar social status (alleged vagrants or people working in 

‘infamous occupations’) was constructed and maintained. It analyses the relation between 

social and ethnic identities by paying attention to connections, resemblances and overlaps as 

well as differences and boundaries between these categories. Furthermore, it studies the 

influence of certain aspects of state-building processes (including the military, vagrancy 

policies, and mobility control) on the formation of the social status of the lower strata of society 

                                                 
Those settling in Estonia eventually formed a group called ‘Gypsies of Laiuse’ (Lajenge Roma), which was one 

of the most ancient Roma groups in Estonia and whose language was closely related to the dialect of the Finnish 

Roma. However, according to Ariste, the most substantial Roma group of the Baltic countries, known as the 

Latvian Roma, moved to the area via Romania, Poland and Belarus. Ariste 1958; Weis-Wendt 2003, 32. 
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and on the construction of social and ethnic identities. The dissertation is divided thematically 

into chapters, each of which explores the research problem from a different angle. 

The second chapter provides a legal and administrative framework for the 

subsequent chapters, all of which have a clear bottom-up perspective: it traces the development 

of the legislation concerning vagrancy and Roma in the Swedish Kingdom in the early modern 

era and examines how the policies towards the Roma reflected and conflicted with the general 

policies concerning vagrants. Furthermore, the chapter discusses the policies concerning Roma 

and vagrants in Russian Finland in order to provide a framework for assessing the influence of 

the Russian border on low-status people. Moreover, the chapter illuminates the ways in which 

‘Gypsies’ were perceived and categorised in eighteenth-century scientific thought. The 

scientific perspective will be introduced rather briefly since it constitutes an entirely different 

research area from mine. However, although the central focus of my dissertation is to study the 

construction of the categories zigenare and tattare on the level of everyday interaction, I 

consider it useful to pay some attention to these categories in the spheres of legislation and 

scientific thought since these spheres could both shape and reflect the developments at the 

grass-roots level. 

The third chapter explores the implementation of vagrancy control at the grass-

roots level by examining interrogation protocols of the alleged vagrants of two provinces of 

Swedish Finland, Nyland och Tavastehus and Kymmenegård, of the years 1805 and 1806. The 

chapter analyses the connections, differences, and overlaps between the categories ‘vagrant’ 

(lösdrivare) and ‘Gypsy’ (zigenare, tattare) as they appear in these protocols. By looking into 

differences and similitarities in the backgrounds of the alleged ‘Gypsy’ and ‘non-Gypsy 

vagrants’ and into the administrative practices concerning them, the chapter examines the 

grounds on which differentiation between these categories was made.  

Moreover, the chapter focuses particularly on the connection between vagrancy 

policies and the military, and studies the role of the military in the backgrounds of the alleged 

vagrants. Finally, although the categorisation performed by authorities is the main focus of this 

chapter, the last subchapter seeks to shed some light on the agency of those targeted by 

vagrancy policies: it explores the strategies that they resorted to in order to cope with 

administrative practices and, in this context, discusses the significance of the state border to 

them. Taking into consideration the potential differences between Swedish and Russian 

Finland regarding military systems and vagrancy policies, it seeks to assess whether border-

crossing appeared as a relevant alternative for the low-status people in Swedish Finland and in 

what kind of situations it was resorted to. 
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The fourth chapter switches the perspective from administrative practices to work. 

It examines the role that certain economic activities played in the construction of the categories 

zigenare and tattare and in the group formation of the people identified as such. The chapter 

explores the influence of these different activities on the subsistence as well as on the legal and 

social statuses of the Roma. The underlying objective is to look into the relation between doing 

and being by asking how and to what extent the sources of livelihood of the ones labelled 

zigenare/tattare became significant factors in defining them. Attention is paid to the spheres 

of military, itinerant activities, ‘infamous occupations’, and agricultural work. As far as 

possible, the chapter also explores the connections and boundary-drawing between the Roma 

and non-Roma working in similar occupations. 

Although the aspect of interaction is present throughout my dissertation – the 

Roma are not studied as a ‘self-contained group’ but as people who lived in constant interaction 

with the surrounding societies – the fifth chapter is concerned most directly with inter-ethnic 

relations. This is essential, since ‘ethnicity’ can become significant only in relations between 

‘groups’. The chapter is based on judicial material. Through a close reading of penal court 

records, it compares ‘intra-ethnic’ conflicts with ‘inter-ethnic’ conflicts and analyses what they 

can tell us about the boundaries and relations between the Roma and the non-Roma. 

Furthermore, the chapter explores the role that was given to ethnicity in the discourse of these 

conflicts and whether or not it was ever problematised.  

When studying connections between ethnic and social identities, social mobility 

needs to be taken into account. The sixth chapter analyses the interdependence of the categories 

zigenare/tattare and low socio-economic status by examining the influence of social mobility 

on the ethnic identification of the Roma. Through individual case studies from the spheres of 

agricultural work and town bourgeoisie, it explores the persistence, flexibility and possible 

change of ethnic identity in the situation of ascending socio-economic status. The chapter does 

not seek to assess the frequency of social mobility among the Roma. Rather, by paying attention 

to the points of fracture (that is, the situations in which the connection between the categories 

zigenare/tattare and low socio-economic status was shaken), it aims to draw up an in-depth 

analysis of the relation between ethnic and social statuses and provide a nuanced picture of the 

perception of these categories during my research period. 

Studying the history of ‘the Roma’ is organically connected to processes of 

categorisation and labelling. We lack sources which shed light on the self-identification of 

these people, starting from the basic question of what they called themselves. Instead, the 

sources available convey to us the point of view of authorities: how they defined and described 
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zigenare/tattare. Although I am aware of the restrictions that my source material imposes on 

studying identities (which include both identification by ‘outsiders’ and self-identification), my 

study nevertheless seeks to move beyond the perspective of authorities. The main method used 

in order to achieve this objective is to focus heavily on the grass-roots level and to study 

everyday life, to the extent that this is possible on the grounds of available source material. 

Hence, besides examining how the categories zigenare/tattare were constructed by authorities, 

the thesis explores how these categories were applied in everyday interaction between 

individuals. However, although the study pays special attention to the agency of the people 

categorised as zigenare/tattare, we need to remain very cautious regarding the conclusions that 

can be drawn about their self-identification. 

Geographically, my dissertation encompasses the area of Swedish Finland, with a 

particular focus on the provinces of Nyland och Tavastehus and Kymmenegård. The western 

side of the Swedish Kingdom will remain in the background of my research, and questions 

related to Russian Finland will be included in the study while examining the influence of the 

Russian border and cross-border movement on low-status people.  

The time period of my research (c. 1743–1809) begins from the year that the area 

of Russian Finland was extended as the result of the war between Sweden and Russia (1741–

1743). It ends in the year that all the eastern provinces of Sweden were finally annexed to the 

Russian Empire.46 Hence, no border changes between Sweden and Russia occurred during the 

research period. Interestingly, this time period almost parallels the construction period of the 

Sveaborg and Svartholm fortresses in the area of Swedish Finland. The fortresses were 

constructed in order to strengthen Finland’s defences against Russia, which had occupied 

Finland twice during the eighteenth century. Many Roma served in the regiments placed in the 

fortresses and took part in the construction work, which marked the Swedish policies towards 

Roma in a special way. Partly in consequence of this, more source material remains from this 

period than from the previous ones. 

Although my thesis aims to situate the Roma in a wider social context, it is evident 

that it cannot cover the entire lower strata of society. I have chosen to focus on some categories 

of people who had points in common with the categories zigenare/tattare and whose social 

position resembled that of the Roma. These categories include people suspected of vagrancy 

and practitioners of ‘infamous occupations’, notably executioners. Paying attention to 

executioners results from the fact that, during the nineteenth century, many Roma served as 

                                                 
46 Old Finland was incorporated into the Grand Duchy of Finland in 1812. 
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‘whippers’47, suggesting possible connections between Roma and executioners during the 

preceding centuries. 

Finally, it is important to note that although studying the Roma and other low-

status people may seem marginal, it is not merely these people that this research sheds light on. 

Quite to the contrary, the processes through which they were marginalised and/or integrated 

into the local communities tell much about the functioning of the entire society. Furthermore, 

since ethnicity as a phenomenon is substantially tied to relations between different groups, the 

ethnic construction of one group inevitably tells us about the other group in relation to which 

it is constructed. In other words, studying the history and the ethnic construction of the Roma 

provides insights into the identity construction of the mainstream population, too. However, it 

should be taken into account that, not unlike the Roma, the mainstream population itself did 

not form a homogenous group but consisted of many different layers, whose interests, everyday 

experiences, and identities varied. The next section will explore in more depth theoretical 

viewpoints concerning ethnicity as well as ‘infamous occupations’ and mobility in the context 

of state formation. 

Theoretical considerations 

Ethnicity 

I am aware of the danger of anachronism when studying ‘ethnicity’ in a historical 

context when this concept was not in use. This thesis aims to shed light on the ways in which 

people categorised as zigenare/tattare were differentiated from other people of similar social 

status and to illuminate the processes which influenced this differentiation. It should be 

emphasised that this differentiation will be explored from the historical perspective and it is 

not automatically assumed that it was made exclusively or even partially in ethnic terms. 

Notwithstanding this and the fact that contemporaries did not define their relations as ‘ethnic’ 

ones, I consider that the concept can be applied as an analytical tool when seeking to understand 

‘inter-group’ relations. Below, I will explore different ways in which ethnicity has been 

conceptualised as well as express how it is understood in my research. 

Until the 1960s, in socio-anthropological studies on ethnicity, ethnic groups were 

typically perceived as “distinct-from-each-other, culture-bearing collectives”.48 According to 

                                                 
47 A whipper (risare) was a person who executed capital punishments. 
48 Jenkins 2008, 17. 
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this so-called primordialist perspective, people were defined by fundamental and natural 

“primordial attachments” related to origin and kinship, language, and customs, and boundaries 

between them were regarded impermeable.49 In 1969, Fredrik Barth offered a new vantage 

point on the conceptualisation of ethnicity by stating that, instead of focusing on the shared 

culture of ethnic groups, studies on ethnicity should rather focus on the boundaries that define 

the groups: 

It is important to recognize that although ethnic categories take cultural differences into 

account, we can assume no simple one-to-one relationship between ethnic units and 

cultural similarities and differences. The features that are taken into account are not the 

sum of ‘objective’ differences, but only those which the actors themselves regard as 

significant [...] The critical focus of investigation from this point of view becomes the 

ethnic boundary that defines the group, not the cultural stuff that it encloses.50 

According to Barth, the existence and persistence of ethnic boundaries does not 

depend on an absence of individual mobility, interaction or stable relationships across the 

boundaries. In other words, individual changes in ethnic status do not lead to changes in these 

categorical ethnic distinctions, which are maintained by social processes of exclusion and 

incorporation. For Barth, ethnicity was not an aspect of culture but of social organisation.51 As 

Richard Jenkins has commented, shared culture is perceived in his model as “generated in and 

by processes of ethnic boundary maintenance, rather than the other way round”.52 

A substantial part of the research conducted on ethnicity during the last few 

decades has been strongly influenced by the work of Barth and his collaborators. Jenkins has 

distinguished common characteristics in the currently widespread social anthropological 

approach to understanding and studying ethnicity. According to this model, ethnicity is a matter 

of cultural differentiation. In addition, it is a matter of shared meanings, conventionally called 

‘culture’, although it is produced and reproduced during interaction. Ethnicity is neither fixed 

nor unchanging and, as identification, it is both collective and individual.53  

While stressing the unfixed nature of ethnicity, Rogers Brubaker has gone so far 

as to argue that, in analytical research, the concept ‘identity’ should be altogether replaced by 

other concepts, and ‘ethnic groups’ should be removed from the centre of the studies 

concerning ethnicity. According to Brubaker, ‘ethnicity’ and ‘identity’ should be understood 

as referring to several concurrent and on-going processes which should, in analytical language, 

                                                 
49 Mayall 2004, 193. 
50 Barth 1994 (1969), 14–15. 
51 Barth 1994 (1969), 9–10; Vermeulen & Govers 1994, 2. 
52 Jenkins 2008, 13. 
53 Jenkins 2008, 14. 
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be distinguished from one another. Brubaker suggests that, instead of using the all-

encompassing word ‘identity’, we should speak about identification and categorisation, self-

understanding and social location as well as commonality, connectedness and groupness.54 The 

concepts of ‘group’ and ‘category’ should be distinguished from one another.55 Furthermore, 

studying ethnicity should not be primarily focused on the study of ‘ethnic groups’, since 

ethnicity also works “in and through categories, schemas, encounters, identifications, 

languages, stories, institutions, organisations, networks, and events.”56 

Brubaker’s emphasis on the processual-nature of identity and ethnicity and his 

search for analytical concepts for the analysis of complex phenomena such as ‘identity’ and 

‘ethnicity’ has much merit. One should be as precise as possible while using such concepts. 

Vagrants, for instance, should be considered as having formed a category rather than a group.57 

My study shares Brubaker’s critique of ‘groupism’, in which ethnic groups are understood as 

internally homogeneous, bounded groups and even collective actors – “as substantial entities 

to which interests and agency can be attributed.”58 However, it can be questioned whether the 

different dimensions of ‘identity’ presented by Brubaker can be clearly separated from one 

another and whether the recognition of these dimensions needs to result in the total rejection 

of the concept ‘identity’. Jenkins has criticised Brubaker for attempting to impose overly 

straight-edged concepts on the human world, which, however, “is not a straightforward 

place”.59 

Katherine Verdery has noted that, while emphasising the centrality of the 

establishment of a boundary between us and them, Barth did not problematise the significance 

of difference by asking: “Why and how does the fact of difference itself become significant?” 

This question stresses that the significance attached to ethnicity and group differences is 

context-dependent. Brackette F. Williams has presented state-formation as an essential context 

within which ethnicity has been produced. Within this process, ‘myths of homogeneity’ are 

used to substantiate the state’s administrative tasks as well as to stabilise notions such as 

‘culture’, ‘authenticity’, ‘tradition’, ‘common/shared’ and ‘barbarian’. Through 

homogenisation, states exclude those who fail to identify with what comes to be considered as 

                                                 
54 Brubaker 2004, especially 41–48. 
55 Brubaker 2004, 12–13. 
56 Brubaker 2004, 4. 
57 I will try to avoid the unnecessary use of the term ‘group’ and group categories in my thesis, although a 

complete avoidance of these terms appears extremely difficult. Brubaker himself has been criticised for using 

group categories. See Csergo 2008, 395. 
58 Brubaker 2004, 8. 
59 Jenkins 2008, 25–26. 
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‘common’. State-building can thus create differences between things that were not previously 

considered to be different. The main argument of this so-called ‘modernist’ thesis is that 

ethnicity does not precede state-making but is a product of it, and national identities create the 

frame that generates ethnic identities.60 Miika Tervonen has demonstrated that “shifting 

discourses and political circumstances did in fact reinforce boundary-drawing in relation to the 

Roma and the Travellers towards the end of the 19th century” – an argument which appears to 

be in line with the modernist thesis concerning ethnicity. However, he has also pointed to a 

continuity in drawing distinctions between Roma/Travellers and the rest of the populations 

preceding the nation-building framework.61  

My thesis allows a closer examination of the ethnic categorisation preceding the 

period of nationalism and nation-building in Finland, yet during the processes of state 

formation when increasing control over the state’s subjects was exercised in the form of 

vagrancy and mobility control. Here the question of power cannot be avoided. Norbert Elias, 

who has studied relations between established and outsider groups, has stressed the significance 

of power resources in inter-group relations. According to him, the differences in power ratio 

and the exclusion of the power-inferior group from the centre of power resources usually play 

a central role in the relationship between established and outsider groups, irrespective of 

whether ‘racial’ or ‘ethnic’ differences can be perceived between them.62 Indeed, a long-

standing, unbalanced power relation certainly marked the relation between the Roma and the 

mainstream population. Yet, can it be explained merely in these terms? Studying Roma in the 

wider context of the lower strata of society enables a subtle analysis of the intersections of 

power, social status, and ethnicity at the grass-roots level.  

If, as Barth emphasises, the main focus of inquiry is to be on boundaries, what 

exactly distinguishes ethnic identities from other social identities? The perception of ethnicity 

as a form of social organisation characterised by ascription and self-ascription has led some to 

regard almost any social identity as ethnic.63 Eugeen Roosens has argued that although 

boundaries may create identities, these do not have to be ethnic identities.64 Nevertheless, we 

should remember that Barth did distinguish between social and ethnic groups by drawing a line 

between ethnic groups and European pariah groups, among which he counted executioners, 

dealers in horseflesh and leather, collectors of night soil, and gypsies. According to Barth, these 

                                                 
60 Verdery 1994, 44–48. 
61 Tervonen 2010, 264. 
62 Norbert 2008 (1976), 16. 
63 Vermeulen & Govers 1994, 3; Eriksen 2010, 41. 
64 Roosens 1994, 83. 
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groups “do not seem to have developed the internal complexity that would lead us to regard 

them as full-fledged ethnic groups; only the culturally foreign gypsies clearly constitute such a 

group.”65 It is unfortunate, however, that he did not clearly define what he meant by this 

‘internal complexity’.  

The question concerning the distinction and overlap between ethnic and social 

statuses is crucial to my study, which seeks to analyse the relation between these statuses in 

late eighteenth-century Finland. According to Roosens, the reference to a common origin 

makes a socio-cultural boundary into an ethnic boundary, and thus a genealogical dimension 

should be added to the boundary metaphor in the notion of ethnicity. Although ethnic identity 

can be influenced by differentiation from outsiders, this is, in his opinion, always combined 

with ‘an internal source of identification’.66 Already in the early twentieth century, Max Weber 

emphasised the belief in a common descent as a central characteristic of an ethnic group. Yet 

it is centrally important that the issue here is of a presumed identity and not necessarily of 

existing blood relationships – this is what distinguishes ethnic memberships from kinship.67 

Regarding the distinction between ethnic and social statuses, Thomas Eriksen has 

noted that although there may be a strong correlation between ethnicity and class, the criteria 

for ethnic and social ranking are nevertheless different: while ethnic ranking refers to cultural, 

even racial, differences, social ranking refers to property or achieved statuses. Membership of 

social groups or classes can be fairly easily changed by upward or downward mobility, whereas 

ethnic identity is not equally influenced by social mobility.68 According to Eriksen, ethnic 

groups are distinguished from social classes by ‘notions of shared culture in common’. These 

notions may vary between different ethnic groups, since some groups find essential the notions 

of ‘race’ or ‘blood’, while other groups value cultural competence. Groups also differ in their 

attitudes towards the assimilation of outsiders.69 This is not to say, however, that cultural 

differences automatically produce ethnic identities. There may be ethnic differentiation 

between groups which seem culturally similar, and, conversely, a shared ethnic identity within 

a group with substantial cultural variation.70 What is crucial is the way the culture is perceived, 

or, in other words, the way in which people are conscious of their culture.71 

                                                 
65 Barth 1994 (1969), 31. 
66 Vermeulen & Govers 1994, 3; Roosens 1994, 83–84. 
67 Weber 1978, 389. With regard to shared ancestry, Thomas Eriksen writes about ‘myths of common origin’ 

which do not necessary coincide with actual social practices. See Eriksen 2010, 17, 82. 
68 Eriksen 2010, 11; Barth 1994 (1969), 27. 
69 Eriksen 2010, 42. 
70 Eriksen 2010, 16; see also Eidheim 1994 (1969), 39. 
71 Vermeulen & Govers 1994, 3–4. 



25 

 

The theoretical considerations presented above provide the premises for the way 

‘ethnicity’ is understood in my research. In this study, ethnicity is considered as acquiring 

meaning and being constructed in interaction between different groups and, hence, individuals 

belonging to these groups. Rather than being static, ethnicity and ethnic identities are 

continuously negotiated. Ethnicity is connected to perceived cultural differences. The 

significance of ethnicity can vary in different historical contexts, and these contexts thus 

influence the construction of ethnic identities. Ethnicity refers both to the self-identification of 

a person or a group and to his/its identification by ‘outsiders’ and these identifications are 

mutually interactive: the identification of a group from ‘outside’ thus influences the self-

identification of the group.72 

Mobility, ‘infamous occupations’, and state buildng 

Economic activities had a crucial influence on tying Roma to local communities 

and shaping the way in which zigenare/tattare were perceived in the era. People identified as 

zigenare/tattare often practiced itinerant and to some extent marginalised activities, which will 

be examined in chapter 4. Below, I will provide a framework for understanding the 

stigmatisation of itinerant and infamous occupations and the people who performed these 

activities. 

Mobility is an attribute commonly linked to Roma and vagrants; it has been 

centrally connected both to their subsistence and stigmatisation. ‘Peripatetic strategy’ provides 

one possible concept through which some characteristics of the subsistence of the Roma may 

be understood. Aparna Rao has defined the concept as follows: 

The peripatetic strategy consists basically of combining spatial mobility and non-

subsistent commercialism at the economic level with endogamy at the social level. Of 

various ethnic origins and speaking different languages peripatetics are thus defined as 

primarily non-food-producing/extracting, preferentially endogamous, itinerant 

communities subsisting mainly on the sale of goods and/or more or less specialized 

services to sedentary and/or nomadic customers.73 

According to Rao’s definition, peripatetics constitute a socio-economic category but, 

furthermore, each peripatetic community forms an ethnic unit. They use self-imposed ethnic 

                                                 
72 Richard Jenkins has criticised social anthropological analyses on ethnicity for emphasising group 

identification at the expense of external definition which he calls ‘social categorization’. On the influence of 

external categorisation on group identification, see Jenkins 2008, 74–76. 
73 Rao 1987, 3. 
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markers, such as language, genealogy and religion, which separate them from the surrounding 

populations.74  

Rao states that, in different societies, peripatetic groups tend to be labelled as 

‘Gypsies’ or ‘vagrants’. He nevertheless emphasises that not “all ‘Gypsies’ are nomadic and 

not all non-pastoral and non-hunting-gathering nomads are ‘Gypsies’”.75 Moreover, Rao 

distinguishes explicitly between peripatetic groups and vagrants. Whereas vagrancy, in his 

view, is defined as an “irregular pattern of travel un-coordinated with any recurring economic, 

cultural or seasonal factors” and is characterised by a lack of place to live in and fixed 

subsistence, the mobility of peripatetics is regular and linked to fixed parameters. Peripatetics 

also have a place to sleep in and specialised professions. In addition, peripatetics differ from 

vagrants, itinerant salesmen, and pedlars in their endogamy.76  

Rao is sceptical of the question as to whether the definitions of vagrancy 

systematically apply to individuals, since they have been formulated by lawmakers.77 Indeed, 

recent research on ‘vagrancy’ has stressed its role as an adaptation strategy, which in many 

ways contradicts the definition of an irregular and un-coordinated pattern of travel. Anne 

Winter has noted that, in the historiography, ‘vagrancy’ has mainly been dealt with in the 

domain of crime history, since the perceptions of ‘vagrants’ have been strongly connected with 

criminality, marginality, poverty and antisocial behaviour. In the domain of migration history, 

not much attention has been devoted to ‘vagrants’ since they have been regarded as differing 

from ‘normal migrants’ in their marginality, poverty and aimlessness. Winter’s study on people 

arrested for vagrancy in the Duchy of Brabant between 1767 and 1776 revealed, however, that 

the social profiles and migration patterns of these people did not correspond to the stereotypical 

image of an aimless vagabond. Although they were poor, they formed a heterogeneous group, 

and their overall patterns resembled those of the ‘normal migrants’ which have been analysed 

within ‘regular’ migration studies.78 

Leo Lucassen has emphasised that mobility should not automatically be 

interpreted as “a phenomenon of poverty”. Instead of considering migration and mobility 

automatically as signs of social and economic decline, they should be regarded as rational 

economic behaviour: travelling could also be a positive choice to escape poverty.79 This view 

                                                 
74 Rao 1987, 3, 18. 
75 Rao 1987, 7. 
76 Rao 1987, 7–8. Rober Jütte has also made a distinction between vagrants, practitioners of itinerant professions 

and Gypsies. Jütte 1994, 146, 180. 
77 Rao 1987, 7. 
78 Winter 2004, 249–252, 273. 
79 Lucasssen 1998a, 142, 152. 
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has also been advanced by Laurence Fontaine. In her study concerning early modern pedlars 

Fontaine has demonstrated that pedlars could succeed in ascending social ladders. Objecting to 

the myth of pedlars as vagrants or “free spirits”, she has stressed the importance of their 

geographical and family roots. According to Fontaine, pedlars were “caught in a system of 

social relationships which both supported and controlled them”. While migration has 

traditionally been considered as movement between the point of departure and the point of 

arrival, her study shows that emigration did not necessarily mean a break with the home region. 

This connects to a methodological shift in her work which, as Fontaine describes it, led her 

“not to see mobility as an obligatory – and transitory – rite of passage between two states, but 

on the contrary to believe that it, like the sedentary way of life, could also be a way of existing 

and appropriating territory.”80 

Anne Winter stresses that ‘vagrant’ was not a status which a person had but, 

rather, a status by which s/he was labelled.81 Indeed, ‘vagrant’ was an administrative label 

attached to people through administrative decisions. It could be attached to and detached from 

a person several times in a lifetime. Although the labels ‘vagrant’ and ‘Gypsy’ were not 

identical, it is intriguing that fairly similar attributes were attached to these labels and that the 

people behind both of these labels have been left on the margin of historiography. Leo Lucassen 

has argued that, in early modern Europe, the category ‘Egyptians’82 came to encompass other 

travelling people too, such as ‘vagrants’ and people working in certain itinerant professions.83 

Although Lucassen’s strong emphasis on stigmatisation processes has been criticised,84 it does 

appear that the labels ‘vagrant’ and ‘Gypsy’ as well as the processes which produced and 

shaped them were interconnected and, consequently, should also be studied together.85 

                                                 
80 Fontaine 1996, 121, 203, 205. 
81 Winter 2004, 275. 
82 The word ‘Egyptian’ derives from the belief that these itinerant groups originated from Egypt. 
83 Lucassen 1998b, 60. 
84 The viewpoints of Lucassen and Willems have been criticised particularly by scholars who have conducted 

linguistic research on Romani language. Yaron Matras (2004), for instance, distinguishes between two entities 

under the name ‘Gypsy’: first, peripatetics or commercial nomads irrespective of their origin or language and, 

second, groups who speak a form of Romani. Shulamith Shahar (2007) has argued that Lucassen’s strong focus 

on stigmatisation processes implies the ‘denial’ of the Gypsies’ ethnicity. Unfortunately, her criticism lacks any 

definitions of ‘ethnicity’ as well as explicit identification of the weaknesses of Lucassen’s arguments. In the 

Nordic context, Anne Minken (2009) has rejected the idea of the Nordic Travellers (tattare) of the 17th and 18th 

centuries as a mere phenomenon of stigmatisation. Yet, she has acknowledged that authorities could attach the 

tattare label also to persons who did not identify themselves as such.  
85 Studying groups or phenomena traditionally linked to marginality may sometimes lead to efforts to prove that, 

in reality, these groups played important roles in the contemporary economics and societies. It should be borne 

in mind that this kind of approach can result in a coloured picture of reality. The starting point for historical 

research should not be the aim to prove something but, instead, a proper analysis of the subject under study. On 

this viewpoint regarding street vendors, see van den Heuvel 2012, 150. 
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Regarding itinerant professionals, Lucassen and Willems have made a distinction 

between people who travelled alone or in small groups and people who travelled with their 

families, the latter having been categorised by names such as ‘Gypsies’ or ‘Travellers’ from 

the Middle Ages onwards. Traditionally, it has been considered that, unlike other itinerant 

people, those categorised as ‘Gypsies’ have not played any particular role in local economies. 

Lucassen and Willems have stressed, however, that the ‘Gypsy occupations’ did not differ 

significantly from the occupations of sedentary populations. In fact, none of the main 

characteristics of the ‘Gypsy economy’ – the family as a work unit, an itinerant way of life, 

and self-employment – was specific to ‘Gypsies’.86 

The reasons why itinerant groups began to be perceived as a problem appear to 

have been essentially connected with processes of state formation. During the fourteenth and 

fifteenth centuries, vagrancy began to be seen as a negative phenomenon which was connected 

with criminality. As the spreading of these negative images coincided with a labour shortage, 

this gradually led to repressive policies towards people regarded as ‘vagrants’ as well as to 

attempts to control labour migration.87 The stigmatisation of vagrants in general and the Roma 

in particular were also affected by the reorganisation of the poor relief system. Urban 

authorities took over the coordination of poor relief, which led to attempts to exclude alien 

beggars, to hardening vagrancy regulations, and to more explicit connections being made 

between vagrancy and criminality.88 

The stigmatisation of the Roma waned, however, from about 1750 onwards, to 

increase again from the second half of the nineteenth century onwards. Lucassen and Willems 

have attempted to explain this by the emergence of the nation-state and the transition from 

indirect to direct rule since, in their view, it took some time for states to become powerful 

enough to take over the many functions previously exercised at the local level.89 On the other 

hand, racism, at least in its full-fledged scientific form, is considered to have developed in the 

nineteenth century in connection with nationalism.90 The influence of nationalism on the 

politicisation of ethnicity can also be noticed, in the Finnish context, in the emergence of the 

‘Gypsy question’ in the latter part of the nineteenth century.91 

                                                 
86 Lucassen & Willems 2003, 284–285; Lucassen 1998c, 154–155, 171. 
87 Although the labor shortage disappeared during the sixteenth century, the stigmatisation of the Roma did not 

wane together with that of other mobile groups. 
88 Lucassen & Willems 2003, 293–294. 
89 Lucassen & Willems 2003, 302. 
90 Yet racism can be considered to have existed in different forms even before the scientific racism, drawing 

upon the ideas and debates of Enlightenment, emerged in the nineteenth century. Harvey 2012, 152–153; Eliav-

Feldon, Isaac & Ziegler 2009, 31. 
91 Tervonen 2010, 57–78. 
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It is critically important to note that the marginalisation of travelling groups is 

organically linked to processes of state building. Hence, while the patterns of state building 

varied between different states, there was also variation in the ways the social status of mobile 

groups was shaped. For instance, in the Habsburg Empire, where state building developed 

further as compared to the Ottoman Empire, the state also pursued more discriminatory 

minority policies. The Ottomans were mainly interested in collecting dues from the conquered 

lands and in guaranteeing social peace, and, thus, the minority–majority opposition did not 

become essential.92 Contrary to Western Europe, the Ottoman Empire was also able to 

incorporate ‘vagrancy’ into the state, and, as a result, there the position of the Roma was 

relatively favourable. Many of the Roma living under the Ottoman rule were sedentary, but 

even those practising itinerant occupations were not considered a threat to a well-ordered 

society.93 The connection between different state-building processes and the ways in which 

mobility, ‘ethnicity’ and ‘vagrancy’ were perceived require further research. My thesis seeks 

to contribute to this discussion in the context of the eighteenth-century Swedish borderland. 

My study shares in several ways the position of Lucassen, Willems, and Cottaar. 

It rejects the idea that the Roma formed a homogeneous group which should automatically be 

seen as criminal, marginalised, and poor. This position applies to people labelled as vagrants 

and itinerant professionals in general, following what Anne Winter and Laurence Fontaine have 

written about these categories. Furthermore, my study recognises the influence that long-term 

stigmatisation could have on group formation. Nevertheless, instead of regarding 

zigenare/tattare in the eighteenth century automatically as a mere phenomenon of 

stigmatisation, this thesis recognises that the boundaries between zigenare/tattare and the rest 

of the population could be drawn and maintained on both sides of the ‘ethnic’ divide. This, 

however, does not mean forcing a shared ethnic origin to all the people identified as 

zigenare/tattare, let alone to all the diverse groups labelled as Gypsies that live around the 

world. 

The concept of ‘infamous occupations’ provides a further interesting vantage 

point through which the social status of the Roma and their connection to other low-status 

people can be examined. According to Anton Blok, at different times and in different parts of 

the world, the same set of occupations has been defined as disreputable and polluting, although 

the persons performing these occupations may have conducted indispensable work. The 
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opprobrium has not only been attached to executioners, skinners, prostitutes, and beggars, but 

also, to name a few, to healers, barbers, grave-diggers, linen weavers, millers, musicians, 

actors, and pedlars.94 Blok calls these professions ‘infamous occupations’. A large group of 

infamous occupations consisted of healers and cleaners, who disposed of bodily dirt, while 

another central group comprised itinerant occupational groups. According to Blok’s intriguing 

remark, different low-status groups often overlapped since the practitioners of ‘infamous 

occupations’ were often lumped together with criminals, illegitimate children and members of 

subaltern ethnic and religious groups such as Jews and Gypsies.95 

It is necessary to examine the role that ‘infamy’ played in the formation of the 

social status of the Finnish Roma, given the fact that many Roma practiced itinerant 

occupations and, quite possibly, also other tasks regarded as dishonourable by their 

contemporaries. Horse trade and exchange were a common source of livelihood for many 

Finnish Roma, at least from the seventeenth century onwards, and it is presumable that related 

tasks, such as gelding and skinning animals, were also practised along with it. As has been 

noted above, many Finnish Roma served as whippers during the nineteenth century, but the 

connection between Roma and executioners during the preceding centuries has not been 

previously studied. We should keep in mind, though, that there were variations between 

societies regarding occupations which were considered dishonourable. How precisely did 

working in ‘infamous occupations’ influence the group formation of the Roma in Swedish 

Finland? One insight into this can be gained by examining the relation and connections between 

the Roma and executioners which will be dealt with in the fourth chapter of this dissertation. 

  

                                                 
94 Jane Nadel has added Scottish fishing communities to the list of European pariah groups. Her study on a 

fishing village in eastern Scotland interestingly revealed many similarities with some Roma communities, 

including a myth of foreign origin, a remarkable memory of family trees, a habit of using nicknames for group 

members and identifying persons genealogically (‘Mary’s Catherine’s [sic] Betty’) as well as having been 

looked down on and remaining apart from the predominant church. Nadel 1984. 
95 Blok 2001, 44–68.  
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Methodology and sources 

Studying marginalised people involves several challenges concerning source 

material, organically connected with the very phenomenon under study. The research is 

dependent on administrative and judicial sources, since we lack literary sources and 

reminiscence material that would deal with the Finnish Roma during my research period.96 Due 

to their social position, the connection made between residence and poor relief as well as the 

expected correlation between residence and sedentary way of life, the Roma have been only 

partly registered in official records. Therefore, finding information on them is extremely time-

consuming and the information found is usually very fragmentary. To some extent, the same 

is also true of other low-status people. The other crucial difficulty concerning the source 

material derives from the fact that the people labelled as zigenare/tattare or vagrants were often 

targeted by repressive policies. The majority of the source material is thus loaded with the 

negative attitudes of the authorities who produced those sources. 

Furthermore, since the Roma normally used ordinary Swedish names, they can be 

distinguished from the sources only when categorised by the labels zigenare or tattare. As a 

consequence, it is very difficult to find sources on the persons whose ethnic status was 

considered less fixed and stable by authorities since, in official sources, they were not 

necessarily referred to as Roma. This is a fundamental challenge which strongly influences the 

research. The study is inevitably restricted by labels given and identification performed by 

authorities, and only rare, individual cases permit us to catch a glimpse behind those labels. 

Albeit challenging and restricted, the research is by no means impossible. Even 

the unfixed dimension of ethnicity can be approached through cases in which ethnicity was for 

some reason problematised. The flexibility of ethnic status and its connection with social status 

can be examined, for instance, through the sources dealing with Roma burghers. Although the 

sources available do not enable reliable quantitative research, this should not be regarded as a 

problem, since my research questions can be best examined by analysing individual, carefully 

chosen cases in depth. It is vitally important to read the sources closely in order to find clues 

to the everyday social relations and perceptions. Furthermore, comparison, as well as thorough 

and broad contextualisation, are required in order to make interpretations on the grounds of the 

frequently fragmentary and biased source material. 

                                                 
96 An exception to this is Chaplain Kristfrid Ganander’s essay on the Finnish Tattare, written in 1780. Ganander 

1780. 
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The thesis is based on an extensive archival work and combines different kinds of 

source materials. Below, I will present the most important types of sources used in this 

dissertation. 

Correspondence of provincial administration 

The archives of provincial administration form one of the central material groups 

of the study. Moreover, these archives constitute the basis from which I started my research, 

and they led me to find other important sources. Since the governors were responsible for 

implementing vagrancy policy at the grass-roots level, the affairs related to Roma were 

discussed in the correspondence of governors. While most of the letters delivered to governors 

are brief and their informational content is restricted, some of them contain appendices, such 

as vagrancy interrogation or court protocols, travel permits, or other certificates, which shed 

further light on the cases in question. Moreover, although the correspondence of provincial 

administration provides us with only fragmentary pieces of information, this source material 

serves as a key: in the correspondence, I have detected several interesting cases which have 

been further examined with the help of other source material, such as court records, parish 

records, taxation books, and military rolls. 

I have focused my examination on the archives of the provincial administrations 

of Nyland och Tavastehus (a province situated in southern and central Finland) and 

Kymmenegård97 (situated in south-eastern Finland). The archives of these provinces are best 

preserved among the Finnish provincial archives, but they are also important in other respects. 

In the eighteenth century, the Nyland och Tavastehus province was substantial in area and 

population, and the rising fortress Sveaborg belonged to this administrative district. As many 

Roma were sent to do forced labour at Sveaborg from different parts of the country, the 

information concerning them in the other provinces filtered through to the governor of Nyland 

och Tavastehus. The other fortress under construction at the time, Svartholm, belonged to the 

administrative district of Kymmenegård which also formed a border province with the Russian 

Empire. Thus, on the basis of the materials of this province, we can discuss the possible impact 

that the vicinity of the border had on the implementation of vagrancy policies and on their 

evasion by the Roma and other low-status people. 

                                                 
97 The name of this province was Kymmenegård och Nyslott (1721–1747), Savolax och Kymmenegård (1747–

1775), and Kymmengård (1776–1831). After 1775, the area of the province decreased notably as the province of 

Savolax and Karelia was formed of the northern part of the former Savolax and Kymmenegård province. For the 

sake of simplicity, I will mostly refer to the province as Kymmenegård province also for the years preceding 

1776. 
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Map 4: 

The provinces of Finland 1747–1775 

 

Source: Haapala & Toivo (eds.) 2007, 89. 

Pohjakartta © Karttakeskus, 2007  

 

1 Nyland och Tavastehus province 

2 Savolax och Kymmenegård province 

Map 5: 

The provinces of Finland 1776–1812 

 

Source: Haapala & Toivo (eds.) 2007, 89. 

Pohjakartta © Karttakeskus, 2007 

 

3 Nyland och Tavastehus province 

4 Kymmenegård province 

 

During my previous research on the project “The history of the Finnish Roma”, 

with the help of a research assistant, I went through the registers of the letters delivered to the 

governor of the Nyland och Tavastehus province for the period 1727–1827. In total, 434 Roma-

related letters were found, of which 250 fit the time period of my dissertation (1743–1809).  

Within the timeframe of my doctoral research, it has not been feasible to scrutinize 

the corresponding letter registers of the Kymmenegård province over my entire research period. 

Therefore, I decided to focus on the 1750s, since this was an active construction period of the 

Svartholm fortress which belonged to the administrative district of the Kymmenegård province. 

Furthermore, I examined the registers for the years 1805–1806, since these years were chosen 

for a systematic examination when studying vagrancy interrogations and the two material 

groups – letters and interrogation protocols – thus complement one another in a fruitful way. 

Besides Roma-related letters, I searched for letters concerning executioners, vagrancy, and 

cross-border mobility among the materials of the Kymmenegård province. I read the letters 

concerning Roma and executioners of the period 1748–1760, concerning vagrancy of the years 
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1748–1753, and concerning Roma, executioners, vagrancy, and cross-border mobility of the 

years 1805–1806. This material contains in total 296 letters.98  

Interrogation protocols of alleged vagrants 

People arrested for vagrancy were subjected to interrogation in the governor’s 

office, and a part of these interrogation protocols remains in the archives of provincial 

administration. This is an important source material, used to compare the category 

zigenare/tattare with that of ‘vagrant’ and to study the administrative practice concerning them. 

Although the protocols vary in length and content, many of them contain information on the 

work histories and travelling of the alleged vagrants. When compared to the inquisitorial 

proceedings analysed by Carlo Ginzburg, the protocols of Swedish vagrancy interrogations are 

not equally rich and descriptive.99 However, they are extremely interesting, as they convey to 

us the statements of interrogatees as recorded by the clerks. 

Vagrancy interrogation protocols remain in the archive of the Nyland och 

Tavastehus province from the year 1746 onwards and in the archive of the Kymmenegård 

province from the year 1748 onwards. However, these collections are fragmentary. Concerning 

my research period, the protocols of the Nyland och Tavastehus province make up less than 

two folders, while the protocols of the Kymmenegård province constitute four folders. Yet, the 

protocols of the Kymmenegård province handle issues other than vagrancy. With regard to the 

Nyland och Tavastehus province, I examined the protocols concerning Roma of my entire 

research period and concerning all the alleged vagrants of the years 1805–1806. With regard 

to the Kymmenegård province, I read all the protocols of the years 1748–1756, 1791–1802, 

and 1805–1806. 

Court records 

Often very descriptive and elaborate, the court records are an extremely important 

source material for examining micro-level social relations. Along with the interrogation 

protocols, they are the only type of source material in which the voices of the Roma can be 

distinguished. Naturally, these voices are mingled with the voices of the legal process since, in 

                                                 
98 Around one-third of these letters concern Roma, 15 percent executioners, one-fifth cross-border mobility, and 

one-third questions related to vagrancy, prisoners at the fortresses, passports or other certificates, glassware 

traders or saltpetre boiling. Letters related to glassware trade and saltpetre boiling were examined since, as will 

be seen in chapter 4, Roma and other low-status people engaged in these occupations. They have been examined 

for the same period as the letters concerning vagrancy.  
99 Ginzburg 1980 & 1992. 
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a judicial proceeding, the entire situation was created by authorities and regulated by judicial 

code: the questions were asked and the answers written down by the authorities. 

In this dissertation, my aim is not to present the Roma as a particularly criminal 

group nor to propose that relations between the Roma and the non-Roma were characterised 

by a general antagonism, as much of the conventional historiography has suggested. Court 

records are used, since they allow an examination of relations between the Roma and the non-

Roma at the grass-roots level in a unique way. The picture that these sources conveys to us 

about inter-ethnic relations is inevitably biased due to the fact that court records tell about 

conflicts – even rather severe ones, given that they had ended up in court procedures. However, 

court proceedings include several indirect references to non-conflictual interactions between 

the Roma and the non-Roma. Hence, an in-depth analysis on these sources allows us to catch 

a glimpse of ordinary life, too. 

The major part of the judicial material used in this dissertation has been located 

with the help of the references found in the correspondence of provincial administrations, 

interrogation protocols, and prisoner lists. The prisoner lists of the Kymmenegård province, 

preserved in the archive of the provincial administration, have been scrutinized for the time 

period 1753–1809. Although the prisoner lists of the Nyland och Tavastehus province have not 

been preserved in the archive of the provincial administration, I managed to find these lists in 

Stockholm at a very late stage in my research project.100 At that stage, I was able to examine 

the lists and trace the cases they refer to for the years 1791–1800 and 1805–1806. The judicial 

material used in this dissertation contains mainly proceedings of circuit courts. In addition, it 

includes proceedings of treasurer’s courts (kämnerinoikeus) of Helsingfors and Åbo, the courts 

of appeal of Wasa and Åbo as well as the Military Court of Appeal (sotahovioikeus).  

Furthermore, court records have been used in order to study the Roma burgher 

family who lived in Nådendal in the latter part of the eighteenth century. In this case, which 

will be explored in chapter 6, a systematic examination has been conducted on the proceedings 

of the city court of Nådendal. 

  

                                                 
100 They are preserved in Riksarkivet in the archive of Justitiekanslern in a collection which contains prisoner 

lists of different provinces of the Swedish Kingdom. 
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Other sources 

Apart from the archives of provincial administration and court records, other types 

of sources, such us the governors’ letters to the king, prisoner lists of the Sveaborg workhouse, 

taxation books, parish records, and military rolls, are used in this thesis to study certain cases 

in greater depth. A systematic examination on taxation books, parish records, and military 

archives over the entire research area and period of my study would be impossible. However, 

these sources have been used to study the background of some individuals or families. 

Moreover, the taxation books and the parish records of Nådendal have been examined 

systematically in order to study the Roma burgher family who lived there in the latter part of 

the eighteenth century. The information obtained from parish records and taxation books is 

highly incomplete, since only a part of the Roma were officially registered and can be found in 

these sources. In regard to military rolls, the basic challenge concerns the fact that the ethnicity 

of the personnel was not systematically recorded in regiments’ records, which makes it difficult 

to identify people labelled as zigenare or tattare in these sources. 

Although different types of source material are combined in the analysis 

throughout the dissertation, some chapters have a clearer focus than others as regards to the 

sources used. Hence, the third chapter is heavily based on vagrancy interrogation protocols, 

while the fifth chapter is grounded on judicial material. 

Reflection on research ethics and terminology 

Studying the history of a minority arouses particular issues related to research 

ethics which are perhaps foreign to many other research themes situated in the eighteenth 

century. Whereas the way in which individuals conceive their past has an essential influence 

on their identity, the perception of a shared past often plays a vital role in the formation of 

group identity. As we well know, history has been widely used in different nation-building 

processes. However, in cases where the written history is sparse and entirely produced by 

‘outsiders’, writing the history may be regarded particularly problematic. Hence, the questions 

of by whom, why, and upon what kind of questions the history is written become extremely 

significant. 

Although many Finnish Roma are very conscious of and extremely interested in 

the past experiences of their ancestors, preserved in oral tradition, their history still remains to 

a large extent unknown. Furthermore, research on their past has been conducted almost 

exclusively by historians belonging to the mainstream population, which has often resulted in 
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biased pictures viewed through the lens of national history-writing. As in Finland, the discipline 

of history has been strongly influenced by (Finnish) nationalism, the Roma have traditionally 

either been left aside from it or viewed as a strange, abnormal ‘other’. Since this sort of research 

has often facilitated anti-Roma policies, it is not surprising that the Roma remain – to some 

extent at least – distrustful of research conducted on them by ‘outsiders’. 

Although I am aware of the fact that perceptions of the past shape identity, I want 

to emphasise that the point of departure of my research is not to study the ancestors of the 

present-day Finnish Roma in order to explore what kind of a ‘group’ they formed over 200 

years ago. Rather, the study examines differentiations within the lower strata of society in the 

late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries – differentiations, which were perhaps made on 

very different grounds than the ones of our time. However, my study does demonstrate that the 

Finnish people have not constituted as homogenous group in past as national history writing 

has tended to present.101 

John Morgan, who has studied the legal construction of the ‘Egyptian identity’ in 

the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, has stressed that he does not write ‘history from below’ 

but rather history of representations. He remains cautious of the question as to whether it is 

possible at all to go beyond the legal category ‘Egyptian’ in order to write the history of 

Gypsies.102 Although the question is relevant, my thesis nevertheless seeks to contribute both 

to the ‘history from below’ and ‘history of representations’. On the one hand, I study categories 

and categorisation: how the categories zigenare/tattare were understood, constructed, and 

maintained in the era. On the other hand, however, this is not merely a study of administrative 

texts and practices but also on the ways in which the categories and the representations of 

zigenare/tattare were produced, shaped and acted out in the social interactions of everyday life 

while working, travelling, lodging, fighting, or seeking protection. Although labelling 

processes are an organic part of the subject under study, I also direct my attention to the agency 

of the people labelled as zigenare/tattare and examine the ways in which these categories were 

negotiated and acted out at the grass-roots level. 

My thesis will sustain the tradition of ‘outsiders’ writing the history of the Roma. 

Bearing in mind the complex relationship between scholars and Roma in the past, I realise that 

this is in many ways problematic and involves a great deal of responsibility. Nevertheless, 

looking at the topic through the eyes of an ‘outsider’ may bring along something positive, too. 

                                                 
101 Tervonen 2014. 
102 Morgan 2016, 105–107, 123–124. 
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In interviews, the role of an ‘outsider’ may allow the interviewer to ask ‘silly questions’ 

concerning things that may seem self-evident from the ‘inside’ but which, in the end, may 

prove to be not so.103 Although I am not able to interview the people at the heart of my study, 

to a certain extent the same applies to the work on archival sources since in this work, too, the 

scholar enters into a dialogue with the archival material.  

Furthermore, I consider it extremely important that the history of the Roma, as of 

other nationalities or ethnicities, is not treated in isolation but is studied in a wider perspective. 

My study seeks to attain this by thorough contextualisation as well as by including in the study 

some other low-status people besides Roma. History of the Roma is at the same time history 

of an entire society. Since ethnic differentiation was performed in social interaction and 

influenced by processes of state formation, studying the history of the Roma can provide a 

particularly interesting vantage point from which to analyse state building processes and shed 

light on the ways in which sedentarism and itineracy were understood and connected at the 

grass-roots level. 

Finally, before embarking on an analysis of the Romany and vagrancy policies in 

the early modern Finland, it is necessary to reflect upon the terminology used in this 

dissertation. This is an extremely problematic issue, with no perfect solutions available. Below, 

I will present my terminological decisions and the reasons which have led me to adopt them. 

During my research era, the people whom my study focuses on were categorised 

by the majority population as zigenare or tattare, in varying forms of spelling. It is not known 

whether there was a term (or several terms) used by the minority to refer to itself during this 

period. While the Finnish Roma refer to themselves today by the word Kaale (the plural form 

of Kaalo, which means ‘black’ in the Finnish Romani language), it is uncertain as to whether 

the term was widely applied in the eighteenth century. It is true that, in 1780, Chaplain Kristfrid 

Ganander wrote that tattare call themselves “Black-People”104 and included in his word list of 

the tattare language the words “Kalo Romm” with a Swedish translation “Swart karl” (‘Black 

man’) as well as “Kalinig Tschib” with a translation “Swartas tungomål” (‘the language of the 

Black’).105 However, my sources contain no other references to this word. This is not 

surprising, given the administrative nature of the source material. 

                                                 
103 Blomster, Rekola, Tervonen & Viljanen 2012, 13. 
104 “Musta-Kansa”, Ganander 1780, §4. 
105 Ganander 1780, §30. With slightly different spellings, the word Kalo is nowadays used as an endonym in 

Finland, Wales, and Spain. In the earlier periods, references to this word have been found from other countries 

as well. Moreover, words denoting ‘black’ have been applied in several countries when referring to ‘Gypsies’ in 

contradistinction to ‘white’, which has been used for the mainstream population. Minken 2009, 228–229. 
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From my research era, we can find examples from the primary sources in which 

people questioned by authorities said that they were zigenare/tattare. However, we should keep 

in mind that the situations in which these sources were produced were created by the 

authorities, the people were questioned by authorities and their statements were written down 

by authorities. Their words should thus be interpreted as self-presentation rather than self-

designation, following what John Morgan has written about the term ‘Egyptian’. According to 

him, this term is neither an endonym nor an exonym but rather “somewhere in between these 

two categories, used only in self-presentation.”106 

Although the words zigenare and tattare have been preserved in the Swedish 

language, they are nowadays regarded as pejorative terms and have been replaced by the words 

rom and resande. However, as it is precisely the categorisation performed in the late eighteenth 

and early nineteenth centuries that my thesis explores, the original historical terms will be 

applied throughout my dissertation. It does appear that, in the eighteenth century, the words 

zigenare and tattare were used mainly as synonyms. Yet since the denotion of these terms 

parted after my research era, I have decided not to choose one term over another but to apply 

them side by side, following the practice in my primary sources.107 

The terms zigenare and tattare are used in my study when referring to historical 

sources or to labels applied in the research era to categorise people. Applying present-day 

terminology in these contexts would too easily distort the meaning of the historical texts and 

concepts. However, I find these historical words problematic to use as general terms in the 

analysis for two reasons: First, while there are no grounds to choose one term over another, 

constant repeating of zigenare/tattare would make the text hard to read. Second, since these 

terms were labels mainly applied by the mainstream population, I find them problematic to use 

as analytical terms when exploring the agency of the people labelled with these terms.  

Even though the term ‘zigenare’ has often been translated as ‘Gypsy’, these terms 

have different linguistic roots. It is widely believed that the term ‘zigenare’, together with 

similar forms in other languages such as German Zigeuner, French tsiganes, and Italian zingari, 

derives from the Byzantine Greek term Atsínganoi or Atzínganoi. The origin of this Byzantine 

term has been debated but, according to one perception, it was a corrupt form of the name of a 

                                                 
106 Morgan 2016, 106. 
107 The terms will be written in lowercase, following the practice of the Swedish language in which all 

nationalities and ethnicities are written in lowercase. In the eighteenth-century source material, however, the 

terms zigenare and tattare were often written with intitial capital letters. The direct quotes will maintain this 

practice. 
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heretical sect, Athínganoi, known for fortune-telling and sorcery.108 The word ‘Gypsy’, by 

contrast, derives from the term ‘Egyptian’ and refers to stories according to which these 

itinerant groups originated from Egypt.109  

Although not a perfect translation, the word ‘Gypsy’ will be used occasionally in 

my thesis as an English translation of the labels zigenare and tattare. It is used when referring 

to these labels, and it is written in quotation marks to make it clear that it is a translation of the 

original historical terms. However, since this term has no direct connection to Sweden and 

Finland, I have not adopted it for general use in my analysis. Instead, I have chosen to use the 

word Roma, which will be applied in my dissertation as a collective term to refer to people 

identified in sources by the labels zigenare or tattare. I am fully aware of the many problems 

involved with this decision. This term was not used during my research era, and thus using it 

in the context of the eighteenth century is clearly anachronistic. The term can also be associated 

with the contemporary, highly disputed idea of ‘Roma nationalism’, which is thought to 

transcend borders and connect a great number of diverse communities living in varying social, 

political, economic, and cultural environments – an extremely problematic idea with regard to 

historical research focused on the early modern era. Yet there are no perfect alternatives 

available. Both ‘Gypsy’ and ‘Roma’ are umbrella terms, used to refer to a wide variety of 

communities living in diverse environments. ‘Roma’ is the official term applied today in 

Finland both by the majority and the minority, even though some Kaale still prefer to use the 

term mustalainen110 (a Finnish word denoting ‘blackling’ and generally regarded as pejorative) 

rather than romani (‘Roma’).  

I want to emphasise that, by applying the word Roma, my intention is not to state 

that we can draw a parallel between those identified as zigenare or tattare in the eighteenth-

century and the present-day Kaale Roma. By using this word, my aim is not to construct a 

group in an historical phase when there perhaps did not exist one, nor to force one identity to 

all the people identified as zigenare or tattare during the era. However, as a point of departure, 

I do not want to adopt the opposite position either and to uncritically interpret zigenare/tattare 

as mere labels attached to certain people by authorities. By contrast, without too many 

presuppositions, my aim is to build an in-depth analysis on the ways in which these categories 

were understood and constructed at the grass-roots level. I have sought to explain in this 

                                                 
108 Fraser 1992, 46. 
109 E.g. Lucassen & Willems 2003, 292; Fraser 1992. 
110 This word does not appear in my sources written in Swedish. However, the word may have been in use 

during the eighteenth century since, in the translation of the church law of 1686, the word “Tartare” was 

translated in Finnish “Mustacansaxi eli Mustalaisixi” (‘Blackpeople or Blacklings’). Alaja 2013, 85, 281–282. 
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introduction that I consider ethnicity to be constantly changing – it is produced and negotiated 

in social interaction. This applies to the term Roma as well: it is not understood in my thesis as 

a stable and fixed concept but as a fluid category which, rather than denoting a specific, 

homogenous group, can involve diverse identities. 
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2. Roma, vagrants, and early modern state policies 

Vagrancy regulations have been enacted around Europe, and even beyond, in 

order to control particular groups of people, often mobile and lacking permanent employment. 

Vagrancy is not, however, an unambiguous concept. In different time periods and regional 

contexts, different motives may have led to the enactment of vagrancy regulations and 

influenced the ways the regulations have been implemented. In order to place the Roma in a 

proper historical context, we need to be conscious of the ways in which the state exercised 

control over vagrancy, mobility, and the poor. The position of the Roma in Finland cannot be 

properly understood without taking into consideration the way in which vagrancy policies 

developed and were implemented in the area. Hence, it is the relation between vagrancy 

policies in general and policies towards Roma in particular that this chapter is dedicated to. 

How did the policies towards the Roma reflect and clash with the general policies concerning 

vagrants? 

Although the focus of my thesis lies in the latter part of the eighteenth century, I 

consider it necessary to provide some insight into the earlier developments, too, in order to be 

better able to assess the specificities of the particular period under my study. This chapter thus 

traces the development of policies towards vagrants and Roma (zigenare/tattare) from the 

sixteenth century onwards. The focus is on the legal framework and the development of official 

policies, aiming to provide an ‘upper-level’ framework for the analysis at the grass-roots level 

which will follow in the subsequent chapters. Nevertheless, the discrepancies between the 

enacting of the laws and their implementation in periods preceding my actual research period 

will be touched upon in this chapter, too. Furthermore, in order to attain a more nuanced 

understanding of the prevailing perceptions, the chapter traces the ways in which eighteenth-

century scholars understood and conceptualized ‘Gypsies’. The main geographical focus of 

this chapter is on Swedish Finland, yet the last subchapter draws a general picture of the 

policies towards vagrants and Roma on the Russian side. 
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In the lack of protection: Vagrancy control in the Swedish Kingdom 

Vagrancy and mobility control, the organisation of poor relief, and population 

control were all tightly interconnected processes, integrally linked with state formation in many 

European countries. In many parts of Europe, the attitude towards mobility became stricter 

during the fourteenth century. Europe encountered hardships in the form of crop failures and 

plagues, which had negative effects on economies and caused a population decline. In this 

situation, rulers and landowners both aimed at securing labour supply, which led to the 

hardening attitude towards travelling groups and to the enactment of labour regulations that 

aimed to control wages and meet labour demand.111 

Notwithstanding the economic expansion in Western Europe in the sixteenth 

century and the disappearance of the labour shortage, a general tendency towards controlling 

labour migration continued.112 Leo Lucassen has located reasons for this within the move from 

bound to free labour and from feudal to a market-oriented capitalist system, while David 

Mayall has stressed that, in the early modern period, itineracy was not only considered 

economically dysfunctional, but also political, social, and ideological factors played a role in 

this development.113 However, one central aspect which influenced the repressive attitude 

towards those considered vagrants was certainly the reorganisation of poor relief which took 

place from the fifteenth century onwards. Local authorities took over the coordination of poor 

relief, which led to the differentiation between the ‘local poor’ and the ‘alien poor’, the latter 

of whom were refused relief and forbidden to stay in the cities. This development was gradual, 

and the extent to which alien poor could be excluded from the cities varied from place to place. 

Nevertheless, work obligation and decrees against vagrancy were imposed around Europe and, 

with regard to this development, Sweden was no exception.114 

In the Swedish Kingdom, a person’s status was essentially tied to land cultivation: 

an independent status was guaranteed for persons who owned land or worked as tenant farmers 

and even for those landless people who held possessions sufficient for a year-long subsistence. 

All the other landless people were obliged to enter a year-long service – a principle known as 

compulsory service (tjänstetvång) – and it was forbidden to provide shelter, at the risk of being 

fined, for a person who had refused to enter into a service which was offered to him. The 

                                                 
111 Beier 2008; Geremek 1994, 100. 
112 However, Beier has noted that, in England, the emphasis in policies concerning compulsory labour shifted 

from the securing of cheap labour in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries to labour discipline from the sixteenth 

through the eighteenth centuries. Beier 2008; Lucassen 1998b, 57–58. 
113 Lucassen 1998b, 56–58; Mayall 2004, 59–60. 
114 Lucassen 1998b, 59–61; Lucassen & Willems 2003, 293–294. 
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decrees regarding compulsory service were strengthened from the sixteenth century onwards. 

As for the men, it did not suffice anymore to hold possessions since only a legal occupation 

could guarantee them an independent status. Furthermore, the necessity of accepting an offered 

place of service was altered so that it now became obligatory to seek a service relationship: 

each person under the compulsory service obligation who did not have a regular service 

relationship was therefore considered a vagrant.115 

These principles attained legal formulation in the first servant statute 

(legostadga), in 1664. The statute stated that only burghers and those who had such wealth, 

experience and eagerness that they could obtain burghership without a considerable delay were 

allowed to stay in towns – others were obliged either to find a place of service or to leave the 

town. In the countryside, those who did not farm needed to find a service relationship. 

Governors and bailiffs (befallningsmän) were ordered to, at the time of assize, conduct an 

inquiry on persons lacking a service relationship, and the same was to be done twice a year in 

towns. The disabled were entitled to poor relief according to the beggar ordinance 

(tiggareordningen) of 1642, which commended the creation of hospitals and poorhouses in 

order to prevent roaming and begging. However, the practice of priests granting permission to 

those entitled to beg within their parishes continued, whereas all the “vagants and 

vagabonds”116 who were found begging without permission and the reason of illness were to 

be sent to the nearest castle to work imprisoned.117 In 1686, the servant statute was renewed 

without considerable alterations.118  

The first half of the eighteenth century saw the emergence of two new servant 

statutes, in 1723 and 1739. The regulations of compulsory service were the most stringent in 

the statute of 1723, after which exceptions began to be added to it. The statute of 1739 freed 

from the service obligation not only town burghers, farmers and tenant farmers but also people 

engaged in manufacturing or mining, sodiers’ and boatswains’ widows who took care of their 

infants as well as women needing to look after their elderly parents and, finally, those who due 

to their age, illness or fragility were not capable of working and were to be maintained 

according to the beggar ordinance. The principles of this statute appear to have stayed in force 

until the end of the century.119 

                                                 
115 Ståhlberg 1893, 1–4. 
116 ”Vaganter och Landstrykare”, Stiernman, Samling utaf kongl. bref II, 332. 
117 Pulma 1994, 32–35; Hammarskjöld 1866, 65–66; Stiernman, Samling utaf kongl. bref II, 327–334. 
118 Stiernman, Samling utaf kongl. bref IV, 683–691; Hammarskjöld 1866, 52. 
119 Modée II, 1582–1599; Hammarskjöld 1866, 53, 65; Ståhlberg 1893, 6. 
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The above-mentioned statuses which exempted a person from service obligation 

were, together with a year-long service relationship, perceived as ‘protection’ against the status 

of a vagrant. Hence, the concept of ‘legal protection’ (laga försvar) developed to apply to 

vagrancy issues.120 The concept was used for the first time in the noble privilege of 1569, which 

forbade the nobles, in wartime, from offering protection to more people than were needed to 

take care of their farms. In 1617, nobles were given the right to employ craftsmen, thereafter 

referred to as försvarskarlar (‘men under protection’). As practicing handicrafts was forbidden 

in the countryside, people violating the prohibition, if not enjoying the protection of a noble, 

were to serve in the military.121 In the beginning, hence, ‘legal protection’ referred particularly 

to protection offered by the nobility against ending up in the army, but its meaning gradually 

extended to comprise all sorts of positions and activities which protected a person against the 

status of a vagrant – respectively, people lacking legal protection, referred to as försvarslös 

(‘without protection’), became generally considered vagrants.122 

John Torpey has argued that “monopolization of the legitimate means of 

movement” has been a central feature of the development of states since the French Revolution. 

This was a gradual process, however, which took hundreds of years, and documentary controls 

of movement and identification played a decisive role in it. As the localisation of poor relief 

often served as a motive to restrict movement, the organisation – in Torpey’s words 

“rationalization and nationalization” – of poor relief paralleled the process through which states 

monopolised the legitimate means of movement.123 To put it simply, local authorities sought 

to prevent potentially poor people from settling down in their regions as their responsibility. 

This can be noted in the context of the Swedish Kingdom as well, since, in 1788, changing 

places of residence was declared discretionary for dependent labourers (inhysinge) as well as 

for those servants who were old or less fit for work.124 

Restrictions on personal freedom of movement and passport control existed thus 

in early modern Europe, too. They were often motivated by attempts to determine the division 

of economic advantages, such as poor relief or work, as well as to decide who should perform 

military service.125 Mechanisms of surveillance such as censuses and passports were essential 

to the key features associated with the rise of modern states, that is, to the realisation of taxation 

                                                 
120 Ståhlberg 1893, 6–7. 
121 Later on, commoners too began to take försvarskarlar under their protection and several prohibitions against 

this were enacted. 
122 Hammarskjöld 1866, 56–61; Ståhlberg 1893, 6–7; Pulma 1994, 29. 
123 Torpey 2000, 3, 8; see also Geselle 2001, 202. 
124 Lext 1968, 196, 199–201. 
125 Torpey 2000, 19. 
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and conscription.126 However, Andreas Fahrmeir has noted that relatively few people used 

actual ‘passports’ in early modern Europe. Instead, different sorts of corporations were often 

responsible for establishing the identity of their members: guilds provided passes for 

journeymen and individuals obtained certificates of their residence and status from their 

localities. According to Fahrmeir, early modern passports were “semi-formalized letters of 

recommendation used mainly by three categories of travelers: persons on official business; 

travelers from the upper ranks of society, who wished to receive preferential treatment; and 

paupers who needed protection against arrest and punishment as vagrants.”127 

In the Swedish Kingdom, a passport was required both for travelling within the 

country and for leaving the country. The passports were originally written by vicars, but later 

secular authorities took over the granting of passports. Townspeople received passports from 

their town council if no provincial government was located in their town. In the countryside, 

people requested passports from the county governor, whereas peasants who lived further away 

from a governor’s residence could receive travel certificates also from the Crown servants. 

During travel, passports had to be shown to magistrates or governors who then controlled and 

signed them. The passport usually stated the place where the trip began, the destination and the 

reason for the travel. However, the content of the passport could vary, depending on the 

authority who granted it. In general, it appears that the practices surrounding passports 

remained colourful. People of higher rank were more likely to receive broader passports for 

longer periods whereas people categorised as zigenare/tattare or other “loose people” needed 

to have a specific travel route and time marked in their passports.128  

Besides passports, other certificates could be used as identity documents during 

travel. Although not officially decreed, it seems that passports were normally required only for 

travelling from one province to another. Within one’s home province, it often sufficed to 

present a vicar’s certificate (prästbevis).129 Vicar’s certificates contained information on the 

person’s birth date and place, marital status, and knowledge of Christian doctrine.130 Military 

personnel usually travelled by right of furlough notes written by their chiefs, in which the 

sojourn regions where often more broadly defined than decreed. If a person was met roaming 

without an appropriate permit, he/she could be suspected of vagrancy.  

                                                 
126 Torpey 2000, 14–15.  
127 Fahrmeir 2001, 218–220. 
128 Rosander 1967, 32–39, 48–50; Ståhlberg 1931, 230; Lövgren 2000, 205–208; Einonen et al. 2016. 
129 Rosander 1967, 36. Nonetheless, Theresa Johnsson has shown that, in the 1830s, people could be arrested for 

lacking the right documents also in their home province. Johnsson 2016, 513. 
130 Einonen et al. 2016. 
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The vagrancy legislation in the Swedish Kingdom was developed with a tight 

connection to the military. This is understandable since, during the seventeenth century, when 

Sweden was striving for expansion, the need for recruits in the army was fairly constant: it has 

been estimated that, during the fiercest expansion stage, between the 1620s and the 1640s, 

approximately 36 percent of each generation of 20-year-old men was lost to the fields of war.131 

In the resolution of the Diet, in 1635, enlisting in the military was first mentioned as a forced 

measure to drive people to acquire a place of service.132 After the military was, in the latter part 

of the seventeenth century, reorganized on the basis of the allotment system, persons 

categorised as vagrants continued to be directed to the ranks, both to tenure and enlisted 

regiments.133 

Nevertheless, it was not only in the military sphere that the potential of ‘vagrants’ 

was acknowledged. During the time of labour shortage following the Great Northern War 

(1700–1721), vagrants began to be generally considered a resource that could be exploited for 

work benefiting the Crown. In different parts of Europe, forced labour had begun to be used as 

a means of controlling vagrancy, presented by Robert Jütte as an attempt of the paternal states 

of the late ancien régime to combine social discipline with economic gains.134 This 

development was followed in Sweden. In 1724, a workhouse was finished in Stockholm and, 

during the following 30 years, seven new workhouses were established. One among them, in 

Finland, was the spinning house of Åbo, where many vagrant women ended up in forced 

labour.135 From 1748 onwards, a strong workforce was also needed for the construction works 

of the Sveaborg and Svartholm fortresses on the southern shore of Finland. 

Although referred to in some statutes already in the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries, the importance of forced labour as a consequence of vagrancy increased significantly 

in the eighteenth century.136 The servant statute of 1723 stated that, if no files137 were available 

to which to direct vagrants, they should be used in public work in, for instance, castles, 

fortresses or mines.138 According to the servant statute of 1739, a man capable of military 

                                                 
131 Pulma 1994, 21. 
132 Hammarskjöld 1866, 51, 55. 
133 Hammarskjöld 1866, 60; Ståhlberg 1893, 5. 
134 Jütte 1994, 176–177. 
135 Pulma 1994, 29–31, 41. 
136 Along with military service, ‘public work’ was mentioned as a consequence of vagrancy already in the 

servant statute of 1686. Until 1723, women condemned for vagrancy could choose between being fined or sent 

to do forced labour. Ståhlberg 1893, 5–6; Hammarskjöld 1866, 63–65. 
137 In the Swedish allotment system, files (rote) were groups of farms which had to equip a soldier and provide a 

croft for him. These so-called allotted or tenure soldiers formed the Swedish tenure regiments and they lived 

most of the year in their crofts farming. 
138 Hammarskjöld 1866, 64. 
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service was, in case no files were available, to be sent to an enlisted regiment whereas the 

person who had turned him in for vagrancy was entitled to receive a part of his recruitment 

pay. If the vagrant was not capable of military service, the informer could keep him in his 

service for one year for a half-pay only. If the informer did not need him, he was to be used in 

public work.139  

The view of vagrants as a work resource was also connected to mercantile 

thinking. Mercantilism was an economic policy which strove for maximizing the wealth of a 

state through a positive balance-of-trade, resulting in increased regulation over the economy 

and the society. According to mercantile thinking, a large population was considered as a 

source of wealth and a means to compete with other countries. In this respect, even the poor 

were regarded as a potential resource. Monika Edgren has argued that, during the eighteenth 

century, the increasing focus on population also led to gender differences. According to the 

servant statute of 1739, women were exempted from compulsory labour in exchange for 

“caring for the worn-out or unused labor force”: that is, looking after their old parents or, in 

the case of soldiers’ and boatswains’ widows, taking care of their infants.140 

Carl Gustaf Hammarskjöld has argued that the treatment to which vagrants were 

subjected was not regarded as an actual punishment – rather, it was grounded on the idea that 

every person fit for work should act for the benefit of the society. Military service and forced 

labour obligation were thus perceived as ways of providing vagrants with the possibility of 

doing their part for the common good, whereas vagabonds and beggars (landsstrykare och 

tiggare) were penalized due to the danger that they were perceived to pose for society.141 This 

differentiation between ‘vagrants’, ‘vagabonds’ and ‘beggars’, drawn by Hammarskjöld, 

remains somewhat indefinite, however, since these categories were all subjected to similar 

punishments. 

Vagrancy and mobility were fiercely fought against in the statutes enacted in the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. But how did the official policies match the reality in 

which people lived their everyday lives? Was the general attitude towards itinerant people or 

those lacking legal protection as negative as the decrees seem to suggest?  

It does appear that, in the countryside, people without a year-long service 

relationship were not necessarily regarded as a problem, since they constituted a free labour 

reserve, which was convenient in the seasonal rotation of agricultural work. The attitude was 

                                                 
139 Modée II, 1583. 
140 Edgren 2010, 115–117. 
141 Hammarskjöld 1866, 69–70. 
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generally the most favourable towards those who were previously known in the region and 

who, perhaps, had been tied to the community by several service relationships in the past. On 

the contrary, complaints were not uncommon in cases when young, landless people flocked to 

a region in larger groups. In towns, raids were regularly organised in order to expel or force to 

work those lacking service relationship, and the inhabitants providing vagrants with shelter 

were fined. Nevertheless, at times, magistrates offered protection for workers who were needed 

in different tasks although they did not have guilds’ protection. Panu Pulma has suggested that, 

in towns, too, the attitude towards the ‘local poor’ was more favourable than towards 

newcomers.142 Furthermore, employers could take servants under their protection, although 

they were not able to offer them work for the entire year. In these cases, authorities often turned 

a blind eye to the travelling of people who could not find their livelihood for the entire year in 

regions in which they were registered but, instead, travelled to other regions to do farm work 

or, for instance, work in fish boiling or herring salting.143 

In the Diet of 1723, all four estates still appear to have been unanimous on the 

principle of compulsory service but, later on in the century, criticism towards it evolved. The 

number of peasants’ children who were allowed to stay with their parents was restricted, in 

1739, while the small-scale trades of peasants and burghers were restrained in the name of 

mercantilism. This is why compulsory service gathered criticism especially among peasants 

and burghers.144 

During the latter part of the eighteenth century, attempts to bring about population 

growth and restrict emigration led to facilitating the livelihood of a landless population by, for 

instance, promoting land division, settlement and the establishment of crofts as well as 

facilitating the possibility of servants marrying by allowing the founding of small cottages 

(backstuga). Furthermore, all married people who had permanent housing were declared free 

from compulsory service.145 It became increasingly common to think that it was more 

profitable for the peasants to have day labourers instead of servants that had to be paid for the 

entire year. Permitting day labouring was thought to lead to population growth: according to 

this idea, facilitating the livelihood of the landless population and diminishing their risk of 

being regarded vagrants would encourage them to found families. This, in turn, would increase 

the supply of workers.146 

                                                 
142 Pulma 1994, 23–24, 30. 
143 Lext 1968, 193–195. 
144 Kallio 1913, 60; Wilmi 1991, 75. 
145 Kallio 1913, 64. 
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The arguments in support of compulsory service thus gradually altered. During 

the first years of the nineteenth century, compulsory service was mainly supported on the basis 

of sustaining public safety, not of economic profit. Idle people were thought to stray easily to 

crime, and crime prevention was considered preferable to punishing future criminals. 

Compulsory service was thus regarded as a means through which idle people could be turned 

from a potential danger to public safety into profitable members of society.147 

During the first years of the nineteenth century, vagrancy legislation was modified 

by new statutes, among them the recruitment statute (1802), the ordinance on public 

workhouses (1804), and the servant statute (1805). On the grounds of the protocols drawn on 

vagrancy interrogations (which will be analysed in chapter 3), it appears that, in consequence 

of these statutes, vagrancy control became more systematic and formalistic. There was much 

less variation among the protocols of the early nineteenth century than among those of the 

earlier decades.  

According to the recruitment statute, all vagrants were subject to recruiting (in 

this thesis, the recruitment of convicted vagrants by legal force will be referred to as forced 

recruitment). A vagrant by definition was a person who was not in public service or in a year-

long service relationship, did not farm or have a legal occupation or did not have sufficient 

income to provide his livelihood or anyone else to take care of him. The vagrancy label was 

avoided by those who were married in the countryside or stayed full-time in the region where 

they were registered and earned their living in a respectable way. Only a proper service 

relationship could bring legal protection – it did not suffice to be registered in the place of 

service. In case of being discharged, a person had only eight days to acquire new legal 

protection.148 

An ordinance passed in 1804 ordered public workhouses (allmän 

arbetsinrättning) to be established in the fortresses of Sveaborg and Karlskrona (situated in 

southern Sweden). According to the ordinance, forced labour was to be applied to vagrants and 

vagabonds, categories defined in a similar way as in the recruitment statute of 1802, as well as 

to “Tattare and Zigenare”, who were to be punished according to a Royal letter of 1772 (more 

on these categories in the following chapter). Moreover, it was to be applied to persons 

convicted of theft or sentenced to work at the fortresses in cases when they, after serving their 

sentences, did not have a legal source of livelihood or someone guaranteeing that they would 

                                                 
147 Kallio 1913, 76–77; Hammarskjöld 1866, 69–70. 
148 Ståhlberg 1893, 7–8; Nygård 1985, 39–40; Kallio 1913, 76. 
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not roam around the country. Only men fit for work could be sent to workhouses, and people 

convicted of vagrancy were to be kept apart from those who were sentenced to forced labour 

for crimes committed.149 The servant statute of 1805 defined vagrancy in a fairly similar way 

to the recruitment statute of 1802, although it did not refer to the possibility of having a 

livelihood on the grounds of one’s own wealth or the care-taking by others.150 

Everyone under the age of 15 as well as people who had small children or old 

parents to look after were exempted from vagrancy decrees. As only men were allowed to be 

sent to the Sveaborg workhouse, the spinning house and the Svartholm fortress remained as 

the sole options where vagrant women could be placed. Later, however, they began to be sent 

to the Sveaborg workhouse, too. Vagrants sent to enlisted regiments were ordered to serve for 

six years, whereas people condemned to public work had to serve until they found a legal 

source of livelihood, in any event normally at least for six months. A person who proved to be 

lazy and ill-mannered could not be released before he reformed.151 

The workforce of the convicted vagrants had been exploited at the fortresses of 

Sveaborg and Svartholm ever since the construction works began in 1748. In Sveaborg, before 

the workhouse was established, the convicted vagrants were probably placed in the Sveaborg 

prison, together with the people sentenced to do forced labour for committed crimes. Their 

living conditions were hard and diseases spread easily.152  

The Sveaborg workhouse began to operate in November 1804, and 52 men 

entered the workhouse by the end of that year. 116 men were placed there the following year 

while 178 men entered the workhouse in 1806. During the years 1805–1806, men were 

sentenced to the workhouse from all the provinces of Finland. Yet, according to the prisoner 

lists, the workhouse sentences were the most frequent in the province of Nyland och 

Tavastehus. Ten persons who entered the workhouse by the end of 1805 were labelled as 

                                                 
149 Samling af de i Storfurstendömet Finland gällande och intill år 1855 utkomne Författningar..., 75–77; 

Hammarskjöld 1866, 69; Nygård 1985, 41; Letto-Vanamo & Ylikangas 1981, 65–66. 
150 Nygård 1985, 41–42; Ståhlberg 1893, 9. 
151 Ståhlberg 1893, 8, 10. 
152 I have not conducted systematic research on the mortality of people in forced labour. Yet on the grounds of 

the sporadic references to Roma prisoners in Sveaborg, it does appear that deaths were not infrequent. During 

the war of 1788–1790, Sveaborg suffered a difficult epidemic resulting in a significant population loss. This 

may explain the great number of deaths among the Roma in forced labour at the time: eight of the twelve Roma, 

sentenced in February 1788 to do “public work” at the Sveaborg fortress, died within a year whereas only one of 

the nine Roma, condemned for vagrancy to Sveaborg in June 1788, was alive a year later. Viaporin komendantti 

Mannerskantz Uudenmaan ja Hämeen maaherralle (UH mh:lle) 20.2.1789 ja 11.5.1789, HMA, ULka, Sk, 

Ea:135, fol. 1462 ja 1471, nro 30 ja 55; On the epidemic which raged in 1788–1790, see af Hällström 2007; For 

further sporadic references to deaths of Roma sentenced to forced labour, see Kenraalimajuri Björnberg UH 

mh:lle 23.1.1765, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:87/2, fol. 969; Eversti Mannerskantz UH mh:lle 12.4.1787, HMA, ULka, 

Sk, Ea:131, fol. 1192, nro 49; Viaporin komendantti Mannerskantz UH mh:lle 5.9.1788, HMA, ULka, Sk, 

Ea:133, fol. 1201, nro 145; Vahtimestari Enström UH mh:lle 30.7.1804, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:168, fol. 2349. 
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zigenare or tattare in the prisoner list while the corresponding number was 13 among the ones 

placed there in 1806. However, as all those categorised as zigenare/tattare were not necessarily 

labelled as such in the register, their actual number may have been larger than this.153 Moreover, 

even these proportions are relatively large (c. 9% in 1805 and c. 7% in 1806), given that Miika 

Tervonen has estimated that, in the latter part of the nineteenth century, the population of the 

Roma did not greatly exceed 0,06% of the Finnish population of the time.154 

In accordance with the regulations of the Sveaborg and Karlskrona workhouses, 

military organisation, regimentation, and the military penal code were put into operation in 

these houses of correction. The men placed in the Sveaborg workhouse (“workmen”) were 

divided into companies, and their overall conditions resembled those of drafted soldiers. Since 

they were to be kept apart from people sentenced to do forced labour for crimes committed 

(“prisoners”), these ‘groups’ were not allowed to work together and they were lodged apart 

from one another. Soldiers of the garrison guarded the prisoners, while officers and sub-officers 

of the naval squadron and artisans oversaw the labour of the workmen. The workmen enjoyed 

greater freedom than the prisoners and, moreover, they received pay for their work.155 

However, deaths were not infrequent among the workmen either, although their living 

conditions were better than those of the prisoners.156 

                                                 
153 In the register, the ethnic label was not attached to the names. Instead, it was referred to in the entry, which 

gives details on the reasons for the workhouse sentence. Hence, as the sentences did not depend on ethnicity but 

on the lack of ‘legal protection’, it is not evident that the ethnic label was always written down in the register. 

This was probably the case with Anders Bäck, who entered the workhouse in December 1806. According to the 

interrogation protocols, the governor of the Nyland och Tavastehus province sentenced, on the 9th of December, 

1806, zigenaren Anders Gustafsson Bäck/Hommonen to forced labour in the Sveaborg workhouse. The prisoner 

list of the workhouse remarks that Anders Bäck was condemned to the workhouse by the governor of the 

Nyland och Tavastehus province on the 3rd of December, 1806. Although the dates of the sentences given in 

these sources differ slightly from one another, the sources most probably refer to the same person. Both sources 

mention that Bäck had been accused, but not convicted, of pilfering (snatteri), and they also refer to his 

wandering (kringstrykande) and ill manners. Yet in the prisoner list, Bäck is not referred to as zigenare. 

Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 9.12.1806, HMA, ULka, Kkptk, Ca:2, fol. 44v; Sveaborgs fästnings 

fånglistor 1805, 1806, RA, Justitiekanslern -1974, Huvudarkivet 1719–1974, E III cc: 328, 343. 
154 Tervonen 2010, 48. 
155 The greater freedom probably resulted in a greater number of escapes carried out by the workmen as 

compared to the prisoners. In 1806, nine of the 235 prisoners housed in Sveaborg managed to escape, while the 

corresponding numbers among the workmen were 40/c.168, in 1805, and 21/c.262, in 1806. The numbers of 

workmen in the workhouse are approximate, since the information on the prisoner lists indicates that a few of 

the workmen may have entered the workhouse twice during these years. Sveaborgs fästnings fånglistor 1805, 

1806, RA, Justitiekanslern -1974, Huvudarkivet 1719–1974, E III cc: 328, 343; Hatakka 2011, 92–93; Letto-

Vanamo ja Ylikangas 1981, 65–66; Virtanen 1944, 43–44. 
156 It is intriguing to note that, in 1806, mortality was higher among the workmen than among the prisoners: that 

year, altogether 235 prisoners were housed in Sveaborg and 13 of them died, while the corresponding number 

among the circa 262 workmen was 28. However, this may have been an exception, since the year before, the 

mortality rate among the workmen had been significantly lower: 10 deaths among c. 168 workmen. Sveaborgs 

fästnings fånglistor 1805, 1806, RA, Justitiekanslern -1974, Huvudarkivet 1719–1974, E III cc: 328, 343; 

Hatakka 2011, 87–88. 
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Many authors have stressed that vagrancy was not defined by actions but, instead, 

the status of a person. As A. L. Beier writes: “Vagrancy is perhaps the classic crime of status, 

the social crime par excellence. Offenders were arrested not because of their actions, but 

because of their position in society. Their status was a criminal one, because it was at odds with 

the established order.”157 We should also note that, although the consequences of vagrancy 

could be as severe as those of crimes, vagrancy was not judicially criminalised. Whereas legal 

proceedings were required for a conviction for crimes, a person could be declared as vagrant 

by a mere administrative decision of the governor.158 People suspected of lacking ‘legal 

protection’ could be arrested and brought to the governor’s office, where they were interrogated 

in order to determine whether or not they should be declared as vagrants. As regional authorities 

had a decisive role in deciding who, in fact, became suspected, questioned, and convicted of 

vagrancy, legislation and the official policies may have had a distinctively different face than 

the political praxis at the grass-roots level. This will be analysed in greater depth in chapter 3. 

Before embarking on this analysis we should, however, draw attention to the people who, in 

several statutes of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, were defined as a distinct category 

among the vagrants – that is, people defined as tattare and zigenare. 

From outlaws to a workforce reserve: Policies towards tattare and zigenare in Sweden 

In the Swedish Kingdom, the first uncovered references to people defined as 

tattare date back to the sixteenth century.159 In 1512, Olaus Petri, a Swedish priest and 

reformator, wrote in his chronicle that a group of people which wandered from one country to 

another and was called “Tatare” had then for the first time arrived in Stockholm.160 On the 29th 

of September, the same year, it was recorded in the protocol of the council of Stockholm that 

tattare (“tatra”), originating from Little Egypt, had arrived in Stockholm. The group of around 

60 persons including wives and children was lodged in the Saint Laurentius guild room while 

their leader, count Antonius and his countess, were quartered at Lasse Matsson’s. The city 

donated 20 marks to the visitors.161 

                                                 
157 Beier 1985, xxii; see also Ocobock 2008, 1; Johnsson 2016, 17. 
158 Nygård 1985, 12; Pukero 2009, 34. 
159 This subchapter is based on my article in Suomen romanien historia, in which many issues treated here are 

discussed in greater detail. Rekola 2012b.  
160 Olai Petri 1860, 305. 
161 Stockholms stads tänkeböcker 1504–1514, 272–273; Etzler 1944, 44. The persons mentioned in the protocol 

may have, in part at least, belonged to the group which had a few years earlier arrived in Denmark. In 1505, 

James IV of Scotland had recommended to his uncle, Hans, the King of Denmark, to receive a group of 

pilgrims, led by a duke from Little Egypt, Antonius Gagino. Etzler 1944, 46; Pulma 2006, 18–20. 
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A legend recounting that certain itinerant groups had their origin in Egypt became 

known in different corners of Europe, and the ‘leaders’ of these groups often referred to 

themselves as the dukes of “Little Egypt”. This story lived on in the English terms ‘Egyptian’ 

and ‘Gypsy’. As a reason for their travelling, the groups could claim that they were pilgrims or 

that they were travelling due to a penance imposed on them by the Pope or a punishment cast 

by God for their apostasy of the true faith. Well aware of the norms of feudal societies, the 

travellers carried with them letters of protection received by worthies.162 David Mayall has 

demonstrated that foreign origin or descent became the principle defining characteristic of 

‘Egyptians’ and, later, ‘Gypsies’, which remained unchallenged until the nineteenth century - 

although their perceived place of origin was subject to variation.163 In Denmark, the North-

German terms tattare and tartare were adopted to describe certain travelling people, and these 

terms came into use in the Swedish Kingdom, too.164 

According to present knowledge, tattare appear in the written sources of the area 

of Finland first in 1559. Johan, the Duke of Finland, ordered Joen Vestgöthe, the bailiff of 

Kastelholm,165 to stop the inappropriate trade of tattare and to imprison them.166 In his account 

of the same year, the bailiff informed that he had confiscated eight carthorses from the 

tattare.167 In the mainland of Finland, the first uncovered references to tattare derive from the 

prisoner lists of the 1580s.168 By the end of the century, tattare were met in the interior of 

Finland, too. In 1597, the governor of Nyslott, Gödik Fincke, wrote that a group of over 100 

tattare, consisting of men, women and children, stayed in his administrative district (slottslän, 

                                                 
162 Pulma 2006, 14–17; Fraser 1992, 47–54. 
163 Mayall 1992, 21–34. 
164 Etzler 1944, 44–45; Pulma 2006, 18–19. 
165 Kastelholm was a castle situated in Åland, the island between the mainlands of Sweden and Finland. 
166 ”Till Joen Västgiöte att förtaga tattarens otilbörlige handell och dem derföre fängzlige anhålla […]”, letter 

dated 5.4.1559. Hertig Johan diarium 1556–1571, Konung Gustaf den förstes registratur. XXIX. 1559, 1560; 

Bomansson 1871, 197. 
167 Kastelholman linnan tilikirja 1559, KA, Ahvenanmaan voutikuntien tilejä, 2691, fol. 80v; Bomansson 1871, 

197; Ahlqvist 1876, 242. 
168 In January, 1580, a tattare called Bågdan Bålatzen was imprisoned in the castle of Åbo, where more tattare 

found their way four years later after being imprisoned by the warlord Pontus De la Gardie due to the 

complaints of peasants. The latter group comprised 11 men who had ordinary Swedish names. They were 

followed by women and children who remained outside the gate. A. G. Ahlqvist has presumed that Bågdan 

Bålatzen was a Krimean Tatar but has not validated his statement. Ahlqvist 1876, 222; Bomansson 1871, 197; 

Turun linnan tilikirjat 1579, 1580 ja 1584, KA, Varsinais-Suomen voutikuntien tilejä, 1369, fol. 33–70v, 1370, 

fol. 3v–22v, 1383, fol. 6, 1428, fol. 65v; For more references to tattare imprisoned in the castle of Åbo during 

the years 1600–1601, see Turun linnan tilikirjat 1600 ja 1601, KA, Varsinais-Suomen voutikuntien tilejä, 1585, 

fol. 35–36, 1602, fol. 25. 
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linnalääni), roaming around and burdening the population, and he wished to expel them to 

Sweden.169 

As these examples show, the references to people called tattare uncovered from 

the sixteenth and, as a matter of fact, from the seventeenth century, too, are extremely 

fragmentary and provide us with only sporadic glimpses into their past while concealing a great 

part of it. On their grounds, we can obtain only small clues to the questions as to who the tattare 

were, what they lived on, how they were perceived by other people and what the relationship 

between them and the surrounding population was like.170 

Although tattare were first received with hospitality in Stockholm, the authorities’ 

tone soon changed, leading to the development of an expulsion policy from the sixteenth 

century onwards.171 The evolution of this policy took place within the situation following the 

Reformation, with the safety net of the poor being wrecked. After closing down the 

monasteries, the state had become responsible for the poor and, as we have seen, vagrancy 

control was generally strengthened from the sixteenth century onwards. In its aims to prevent 

the begging of the able-bodied and to increase control over itinerant groups, the Crown was 

particularly suspicious of foreign vagabonds who were, at times, suspected of representing 

foreign authorities. The attitude towards tattare should be understood within this context.172 

The evolution of the expulsion policy culminated in the so-called ‘hanging law’, 

enacted in 1637. The law was decreed during the reign of the regency which followed the death 

of Gustav II Adolf in the Thirty Years War. During this period, the position of the poor and the 

peasantry was weakened.173 In 1633, the issues related to tattare were brought to the discussion 

in the Council of Realm and, on the 28th of July, 1637, the discussion on the matter developed 

into an ordinance.174 

                                                 
169 Gödik Fincke Arvid Erikssonille 10.12.1597 sekä Gödik Fincke, Salomon Ille ja Christer Matzson Göstaf 

Olufssonille 14.12.1597, KA, Grönbladin kokoelma, nide 14, Kopior ur ”Kankas-samlingen” i Svenska 

Riksarkivet 1594–1599, fol. 210 ja 216; Koskinen 1929, 469. 
170 The questions as to how and from where tattare found their way to Finland have divided opinion. In the 

beginning of the twentieth century, Arthur Thesleff (1871–1920) reasoned that they had arrived in Finland from 

Sweden. He grounded the argument on their Swedish surnames and on Swedish, Low German, Slavic, Greek, 

and Armenian loanwords in their language. Thesleff’s statement became soon established as a ‘general truth’, 

which replaced previous assumptions according to which Roma may have arrived from the east to Finland, 

Sweden, and perhaps even to Norway. Nevertheless, the question has not been settled either way, and it is also 

very plausible that no one particular direction of arrival exists. For further detail on this question, see Rekola 

2012b, 19. 
171 Etzler 1944, 46–53. 
172 Pulma 2006, 20–21; Pulma 1994, 28–35. 
173 Pulma 2006, 24; Montesino 2002, 40–41. 
174 Stiernman, Alla riksdagars och mötens besluth II, 846; Svenska Riksrådets protokoll III, 18.10.1633, 202; 
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In the ordinance175, tattare were accused of roaming around the country, indulging 

in deceptions, mendacity, thefts, witchcraft, and godlessness as well as depriving the 

inhabitants of their possessions. Hence, they were ordered to leave the kingdom before 

November 8th of the same year. If found in the country after the time limit, they were to be 

arrested and confiscated of all their belongings, after which men were to be hanged without 

any legal proceedings or enquiries and women and children were to be expelled from the 

country. Those authorities neglecting the responsibility of arresting tattare were to be fined, as 

were those who would accommodate them or help them into the country.176 

In the ordinance of 1637, the term ‘Sikeiner’ (zigenare) was used beside the term 

tattare, making the ordinance one of the first Swedish documents in which this term has been 

found.177 The ordinance serves to illustrate the international connections in policies towards 

‘Gypsies’ in particular and in legislation in general: it followed closely (partially, even word-

for-word) the letter which Christian IV, the King of Denmark had written to the Danish and 

Norwegian authorities. Panu Pulma has intriguingly suggested that, in decreeing the ordinance 

of 1637, the nobility, which included many new German members recruited during the Thirty 

Years War, attempted to bring foreign, autocratic principles into the Swedish legislation.178 

Indeed, the ordinance appears to have clashed with some fundamental principles of the Swedish 

legislation of the period. In the Swedish Kingdom, all the death sentences passed by lower 

courts were subject to the procedure of the Court of Appeal – hence, allowing execution without 

even a single trial was strange, at the very least. 

It should be noted, though, that the order was soon moderated. According to the 

beggar ordinance of 1642, only those “Zigeuner or Tattare” who had been found guilty of theft 

or of “another inappropriate act or misdeed”179 could be punished by death – in this case, too, 

without a legal procedure. Others were to be deported and, in case they returned, brought to 

the nearest castle to work imprisoned on bread and water.180 In May, 1662, another decree 

concerning the deportation of “Tartare and Zigeuner” noted that previous prohibitions of 

protecting ‘Gypsies’ had not been obeyed since, according to some complaints, they had begun 

                                                 
175 “Placat om Tartarnes fördrifwande af landet” (“Placard concerning the expulsion of Tartarne from the 

country”) 
176 Stiernman, Samling utaf kongl. bref II, 104–106; Etzler 1944, 68–69; Pulma 2006, 24. 
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1628, p. 737). Heymowski 1969, 83; Montesino 2002, 41.  
178 Pulma 2006, 24; Etzler 1944, 69. 
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180 Stiernman, Samling utaf kongl. bref II, 333; Pulma 2006, 24–25. 
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to appear in the country in great numbers. This decree renewed the orders of the beggar 

ordinance of 1642.181 The decrees given in 1723 and 1727 referred to the principles of 1662, 

and it was not until 1748 that the ‘execution order’ was abolished for good.182 

In the Swedish Kingdom, during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the 

attitude of the church towards people defined as tattare was in line with that of the state: tattare 

were to be excluded from the Christian community. In 1560, Archbishop Laurentius Petri 

prohibited the baptizing and burying of tattare.183 Thirteen years later, he touched on the origin 

of the tattare while reproaching the vicar of Sigtuna, who had baptised some of their children. 

He stated: “They claim that they are from Little Egypt, which is nothing but a lie, as they never 

saw Egypt, but a great part of them are Scots, Danes, Norwegians and even Swedes who have 

joined them so that they might live such a damned licentious life”.184 Allan Etzler has suggested 

that the vicar simply meant that the Swedish Gypsies had previously visited Scotland, 

Denmark, and Norway while Adam Heymowski has read this as proof that Sweden had, already 

at this point, international itinerant bands.185 In any event, the letter of the archbishop shows 

that the prohibition on baptising tattare was not fully obeyed. Yet this policy remained in force 

until the new church law was enacted, in 1686. The law stated that the tattare children, whose 

parents requested it, were to be baptized. Moreover, the parents should be advised to settle 

down and they should let themselves be taught Christianity. Failing that, they should leave their 

children to the authorities.186 

Allan Etzler has suggested that, following the ordinance of 1637, authorities 

began to use occupational titles such as wiredrawer (tråddragare), clasp smith (häktmakare), 

tinker (kittelflickare) or even glazier (glasmästare) when referring to ‘Gypsies’ in order to 

avoid implementing the law which collided with the principles of the Swedish legislation.187 

In the latter part of the seventeenth century, indeed, these occupational titles emerged in Royal 

ordinances: in 1660, it was enacted that all the “loose people” and vagabonds, such as tattare, 

                                                 
181 Stiernman, Samling utaf kongl. bref III, 69. 
182 Modée I, 530, 669. 
183 Stiernman, Alla riksdagars och mötens besluth, Bihang, 190; Etzler 1944, 58; Ahlqvist 1876, 242. 
184 “The giffua före, at the äro aff Klena Egypten, huilket icke annat är än lögn, ty the sågo aldrigh Egypten, 
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the slicht förbannat sielffzwold haffua måga.” Etzler 1944, 59. English translation taken from Heymowki (1969, 

82) with a slight modification. 
185 Heymowski 1969, 82; Etzler 1944, 59. 
186 Etzler 1944, 77–79; Waris-Westerberg 1984, 41; Alaja 2013, 281–282. 
187 Etzler 1944, 73–76. According to Nationalencyklopedin, häktmakare signifies a person who prepares clasps 

and loops of iron or other metal wire by using pincers. According to Svenska Akademiens Ordbok, tråddragare 

signifies a person who prepares metal wire by drawing. Nationalencyklopedin 1992, 246–247; Svenska 

Akademiens Ordbok: “tråd-dragare”. http://g3.spraakdata.gu.se/saob/, read 16 February 2012. 
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wiredrawers and clasp smiths, were to be arrested and directed to the army or to other work.188 

Since then, decrees against these occupational categories were frequently repeated.189 Besides 

the explanation offered by Etzler, the appearance of these different categories in the ordinances 

could also indicate that the itinerant population became, or was understood to be, increasingly 

heterogenous.  

Anne Minken has noted that, in the legislation, zigenare and tattare were not 

merely referred to in connection with socioeconomic categories but also ethnic categories such 

as the Sami and the Jews.190 Also, the bishop of Åbo, Johannes Gezelius, treated tattare and 

‘Lapps’ together in the diocesan rules, published in 1673. Gezelius found their mobility 

problematic: according to him, many of them “travel around, having arrived from a foreign 

country, a part of them have passports and certificates (but who knows such names and seals; 

and can know how they have received such passports and witness letters?); some have no 

passports or certificates with them. […]”.191 Indeed, during the seventeenth century, the clergy 

in particular had entertained suspicions about the Sami due to their shamanism and mobility. 

Yet, according to Paavo Alaja, who has explored poor relief in Finland before 1686, the fear 

shown towards the Sami subsided during the latter decades of the seventeenth century while 

knowledge of them increased and the Sami came increasingly under the sphere of influence of 

Christianity. According to Alaja, references to the Sami as problematic vagabonds are absent 

in the protocols of the Diet and church law documents after the year 1673.192 

Although tattare/zigenare were often treated in the same ordinances as different 

occupational categories, a distinction was drawn between wiredrawers and clasp smiths, on the 

one hand, and tattare and zigenare, on the other hand. This distinction was first articulated 

clearly in a circular of 1713.193 Ten years later, it was stated that all the Jews, vagabonds, 

wiredrawers and clasp smiths roaming around the country were to be arrested and set to work 

for the Crown according to the decision of 1660, whereas tattare and zigenare were to be dealt 

                                                 
188 Stiernman, Alla riksdagars och mötens besluth II, 1321. 
189 Stiernman, Alla riksdagars och mötens besluth II, 1526, 1536, 1675, 1712–1713; Stiernman, Alla riksdagars 

och mötens besluth, Bihang, 440; Stiernman, Samling utaf kongl bref IV, 485–486, see also pages 493–494; 

Stiernman, Alla riksdagars och mötens besluth III, 2000–2001; Etzler 1944, 74–77. 
190 Minken 2009, 255. 
191 “resa månge omkring, utur främmande land komne, en del hafva Pass och bevis, (men ho känner sådane 

namn och sigilla; och kan veta huru de äro til sådane pass och vittneskrifter komne?) somlige hafva inga pass 

och bevis med sig.” Ecclesiastique Samlingar 6–7, 340. 
192 Alaja 2013, 86, 276–277. Although the placards of 1673 and 1695 allowed settlement in the Sami villages 

(lapinkylä), the state acknowledged that the Sami had ownership of the land of the Sami villages in many 
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connected to them were to a great extent overlooked during the seventeenth century. Lehtola 2005, 305–306; 

Lehtola 2015, 48–52; Hiltunen 1998, 29–30. 
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with according to the decree of 1662 which, as we have seen, meant deportation and, in case 

of misdeed, execution.194 The same decree repeated a previous order according to which the 

‘Lapps’ were to be driven out to Lapland. 

At first glance, this development in the Swedish Kingdom seems to differ from 

the one that took place in England. According to David Mayall, in England, “[t]he state lost 

interest in differentiating between the nomadic groups in any way other than by the criterion 

of ‘respectable’, those with means of support and productively employed, and ‘unrespectable’, 

consisting of the vagabonds, beggars, vagrants, thieves and those not visibly employed”.195 

Hence, although the itinerant population was listed by different labels and job descriptions in 

the legislation, by the seventeenth century, this diversity was considered less significant than 

the divide between ‘respectable’ and ‘unrespectable’ itinerants.196 Yet John Morgan has 

demonstrated that, at the same time that the categories ‘Egyptian’ and ‘vagrant’ became 

conflated in the Elizabethan era, the distinction between the punishments imposed for these 

categories remained. This led to increasing discretion at the local level: local Justices could 

choose whether a traveller was to be whipped as a vagrant or hanged as an ‘Egyptian’.197 

Indeed, on the basis of legislation, we cannot reconstruct a picture of the social 

reality of the era. In the Swedish Kingdom, the official decrees concerning tattare and zigenare, 

passed in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, called for much harsher policies 

towards these categories than towards vagrants, beggars or vagabonds in general. Yet the 

multiple, undefined categories of the itinerant population, listed in the legislation, provided 

local authorities possibilities to choose how they wanted to act with the itinerants. Indeed, other 

kinds of source material from this period indicate that the social reality was strikingly different 

from the picture drawn by the official decrees. 

Examples from the sixteenth and the early seventeenth centuries demonstrate that 

tattare were granted travel permits – even by high authorities.198 In the 1660s, Count Per Brahe 

even attempted to settle over hundred tattare down in Salo parish and Pielisjärvi. In Pielisjärvi, 

                                                 
194 Stiernman, Alla riksdagars och mötens besluth III, 2570–71. In 1727, however, the people who had settled in 

small towns to practice bourgeois occupations were allowed to travel to the markets, but they were not permitted 

to travel from one house to another in the countryside. Stiernman, Alla riksdagars och mötens besluth III, 2608–

2609. 
195 Mayall 2004, 257. 
196 Mayall 2004, 257. 
197 Morgan 2016, 116–119. 
198 Tattare were given travelling permits by Otto Mörner, the governor of Åbo, Princess Cecilia, the daughter of 

Gustav Vasa, as well as count Karl Sture. KM Otte Mörnerille 28.7.1608, KA, Riksregistraturet, jäljennös, 405; 

Travelling permit given by count Karl Sture 2.6.1593, RA, Acta miscellanea (Palmskiölds samling), vol. 4; 

Etzler 1944, 53–58. 
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located in the north-eastern Finland close to the Russian border, they were expected to found 

new farms for themselves and at the same time guard the border. However, crop failure and 

harsh living conditions drove them quite soon to search for a better livelihood.199 

Furthermore, there is no evidence to suggest that the ‘hanging law’ was ever 

implemented in practice. After the law was enacted, authorities appear to have kept silent on 

the possibility of executions and, when they inquired with their superiors how they should deal 

with tattare, the answers given were commonly vague and non-informative.200 In 1648, when 

‘the Tattare question’ was discussed in the Council of Realm, even Queen Kristina failed to 

mention the possibility of executions suggesting, instead, that tattare should be sent to New 

Sweden, the colony in the eastern coast of North America.201 

According to Allan Etzler, ‘Gypsies’ were allowed normal court procedures in 

Sweden also after the ordinance of 1637, and Finnish seventeenth-century court records, when 

dealing with tattare, do not refer to the ‘hanging law’ in any way.202 Hence, it seems that they 

were allowed normal court procedures when being accused of crimes, which, in itself, was not 

common. I have found references to tattare or zigenare within 27 court cases from the 

seventeenth century.203 While they were suspected of being involved in a crime or offence in 

nine of these cases, they stood accused in court only twice.204 

The fact that tattare/zigenare were so rarely accused in court is intriguing but, by 

the same token, it can lead to different conclusions. It could be explained by the infrequency 

of committing crimes, by the difficulties in bringing them to court due to their mobility, or by 

the authorities’ reluctance to accuse them as this would have put authorities under pressure to 

implement the harsh laws. It is also interesting that, in the protocols, tattare were very seldom 

referred to by names. This could indicate that their identity was not known, perhaps due to their 

mobility, or that revealing their identity was simply not considered relevant since they were 

                                                 
199 Rekola 2012b, 26–29. 
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regarded as lower-status people. Furthermore, if the authorities wished to avoid implementing 

the laws regarding tattare, it would have been better to refer to them vaguely. 

Although references to tattare and zigenare in seventeenth-century court material 

are vague, fragmentary and few, they nevertheless shed some light on the social reality of the 

time. Judging from this material, tattare/zigenare rarely resorted to violence in their 

relationships with the mainstream population.205 Moreover, it appears that at times, people 

attempted to blame unknown tattare for crimes – usually thefts – that someone else had 

committed.206 It is not surprising that travellers, whose identities were not expected to be 

known, were convenient scapegoats when the actual offenders were to be kept secret. The 

material also points to certain interactions between tattare/zigenare and the mainstream 

population. For instance, examples of horse trade or sale signal trust between the parties 

involved, since it would not have been reasonable to engage in trade with someone who was, 

from the outset, expected to cheat. Many cases indicate that, in a sense, tattare and zigenare 

were considered a ‘foreign category’. Nevertheless, they were not merely oppressed and 

subjected to expulsion policies but had a particular role and space in local communities. Over 

the course of the eighteenth century, as the official expulsion policies were abolished, this role 

strengthened. 

In 1736, after the governor of Österbotten, Carl Frölich, had allowed the arrest of 

a group of around 30 vagabonds, he presented his ideas concerning their treatment while 

informing the king of the matter. The case is a good example of the way in which the terms 

zigenare, tattare and vagabond intermingled in early modern Finland. At the beginning of his 

letter, Frölich referred to statutes passed in order to prevent the vagabondage of tattare and 

zigenare. Thereafter, however, he described the arrested persons merely as a “harmful flock”207 

and “the ill-mannered party”208. Nonetheless, at least three of the arrested persons reminded 

him of tattare: he reported that they resembled three tattare who were being searched for in 

the Nyland och Tavastehus province since they were suspected of having killed their 

companion.209 In March, 1737, when informing the governor of Nyland och Tavastehus about 

sending the entire party to Helsingfors, Frölich referred to them only by the term ‘vagabond’ 

                                                 
205 My sample of protocols contains only three references to violent behaviour by people defined as tattare or 

zigenare. 
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207 ”skadelig hop” 
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(landstrykare).210 In the letter register of the Nyland och Tavastehus province, however, the 

letter is described to concern “some Zigeuner or Tarttare”.211 

In his letter to the king, Frölich proposed that the young and healthy 

tattare/zigenare/vagabonds should be used in public work, whereas women and the elderly 

should be sent to spinning houses. It was essential not to allow them to stay together, but each 

should remain in their own regions. Furthermore, Frölich proposed that the infants should be 

sent to children’s homes, while older children should serve people who could raise them 

properly. He suggested that, if these measures were taken, “the ill-mannered party” would 

either flee the country or, “in time, be completely exterminated”.212  

Frölich’s ideas foreshadow the attitude towards vagrants which developed 

gradually in the eighteenth century and was increasingly applied to zigenare/tattare as well. 

The king, however, still supported deportation: in December 1736, Fredrik I stated that 

“Zigeuner or vagabonds who had banded together”213 were to be arrested and punished by five 

pairs of lashes, for the first time, and by 10 pairs, for the second, after which they were to be 

expelled from the country.214 Hence, in this letter, also the king explicitly linked zigenare with 

other vagabonds that had grouped together. In other statutes, however, the distinction between 

tattare and zigenare, on the one hand, and vagabonds, clasp smiths and wiredrawers, on the 

other, was preserved. In 1741, suspicion was directed particularly towards people coming from 

abroad: as a reaction to the appeal of the clergy, it was ordered that  

all the Jews, Savoyards, ropedancers, comedians, with many jesters, whatever name they 

may have, Tartare and Ziguener, who by all sorts of godlessness, fortune-telling, lies and 

thefts, cause the common people great burden and nuisance, as well as other foreigners, 

who arrive with barometers, several sorts of glassware, tea, and such less useful products, 

and carry off with them respectable money,215 
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should be expelled from the kingdom. However, “the so-called wiredrawers and clasp smiths, 

along with all other vagabonds” were to be directed to the military or set to do public work.216 

Indeed, the distinction between ‘domestic’ and ‘foreign’ tattare/zigenare became 

soon established as a principle which determined the policies concerning them in the late 

eighteenth century. The ordinance passed in 1748 stated that those tattare who had recently 

arrived in the country were to be expelled back to the region where they had entered the 

kingdom. Those who had been in the country for some time and had settled down in some town 

were allowed to travel to the markets. If found roaming, they were to be arrested and set to do 

public work. If no public work was available or if they had previously been caught for roaming, 

men were to be punished by whipping and women by birching. However, these ‘domestic 

tattare’ were no longer threatened by expulsion. Other vagabonds, be they domestic or foreign, 

did not need to fear expulsion, although for roaming they had to be punished in the same way 

as ‘domestic tattare’.217 During the decades to follow, the ordinance of 1748 was often referred 

to, indicating that these principles became established in the policies concerning tattare, 

zigenare, and other vagabonds.218 

In the eighteenth century, the last general orders concerning tattare and zigenare 

were given by Gustav III, ‘the enlightened monarch’, soon after his coup, in 1772. According 

to these orders, those tattare and zigenare who were born and raised in the country were obliged 

to find a legal source of livelihood and a fixed abode within six months – otherwise they would 

be sent to do forced labour at fortresses, the first time for one year and the second time for two 

years. If found roaming a third time, they were to be treated according to the ordinance of 1748. 

Gustav III considered it probable that if ‘Gypsies’ settled in different regions apart from one 

another, their character would be improved by the interaction with the rest of the population.219 

He also suggested that they could perhaps settle in new lands but did not want to draw up an 

ordinance on the matter before being provided with more information.220 

The shift from expulsion policies to an endeavour to have ‘Gypsies’ settled was 

not at all unique in the European context – an illustrative example of this change can be found 

in the Habsburg Empire. In 1749, Empress Maria Theresa ordered that vagrants, beggars from 

abroad, and ‘Gypsies’ were to be expelled but, in 1758, changed the policy by ordering them 

                                                 
216 “de så kallade Trå-dragare och Häckte makare, samt alle andre Landt-strykare”, Modée III, 1744, 1752–

1753; Waris-Westerberg 1984, 24; Montesino 2002, 51; Etzler 1944, 109–110. 
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to be settled, taxed and subjected to the services of local rulers and landlords. This change in 

policy reflected the need to increase the population and to strengthen the Empire internally. 

The measures followed the ideas of mercantilism: the aim was to make financial profit from 

the ‘Gypsies’.221  

Between the years 1761 and 1773, Maria Theresa approved three further decrees 

on ‘Gypsies’ which increased official interference in their lives. They included regulations 

concerning compulsory military service for ‘fit’ men older than sixteen and changing their last 

names into ‘new Hungarians’, ‘new peasants’, ‘new citizens’ or ‘new settlers’. Moreover, they 

forbade the use of the Romani language, the wearing of ‘Gypsy-specific’ dresses and the 

practice of ‘Gypsy-specific’ professions. Marriages between Roma222 were prohibited and 

Roma children older than five were to be taken away from their parents to be educated by non-

Roma foster families. Furthermore, the self-organisation of the Roma was abolished and each 

village had to organise a census of its ‘Gypsy population’.223 

Maria Theresa’s son, Joseph II, brought the regulation of Romani lives even 

further. In 1782, he ordered Roma to follow the customs, eating habits, dress codes, and 

language of their home village. They had to attend Roman Catholic church services weekly, 

follow the priest’s advice, work in agriculture and abandon horse trading. Music was to be 

performed only after the work of the day was done. Girls and boys had to be dressed separately 

and they also had to sleep separately.224 

Huub van Baar links the policies of Maria Theresa and Joseph II to the cameralism 

and police science that were highly influential in German and Habsburg lands in the latter part 

of the eighteenth century. According to police sciences, encouraging the happiness of the 

state’s subjects served to strengthen the welfare of the state. The happiness of the state was 

based on the quantity and quality of the lives of the state’s subjects, which in turn involved the 

number of citizens, accommodation of their basic needs as well as securing and maintenance 

of health. Moreover, the activities of the population were to be known and carefully 

regulated.225 According to van Baar, the Habsburg decrees on ‘Gypsies’ demonstrate clearly 

the tendency to move from external measures of regulation towards an internal interference of 

their lives. An increasing emphasis was given to childhood as a crucial period of life that 
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needed to be regulated. He argues that the different regulations concerning Roma children “can 

all be read in light of the increased focus on the bio-political management of Gypsy childhood 

and of the Gypsies as a minority part of the population more generally”.226 

The regulations on tattare/zigenare in eighteenth-century Sweden were not 

extended to encompass their internal lives in the same way as in the Habsburg Empire. 

Nevertheless, some tendencies resembling the policies of the Habsburg Empire can be 

perceived in some of the statements on tattare/zigenare given in the Swedish Kingdom. In 

addition to the emphasis given on settlement, ideas of separating children from their parents 

were expressed a couple of times during the eighteenth century. As noted above, Governor Carl 

Frölich referred to this possibility already in 1736. Furthermore, in their appeal to the Diet 

(rahvaan valitus, allmogens besvär), in 1751, the common people of Vemo and Nedre 

Satakunta proposed that ‘Gypsy’ children could be raised by peasants in order to alienate them 

from the language, customs and character of their parents. In 1753, when the governor of the 

Nyland och Tavastehus province requested from the king that ‘Gypsy’ women also be sent to 

do forced labour at the Sveaborg fortress, he proposed that their children be taken into the 

Gammelstad hospital. The next year, he tried this policy, placing into the hospital 12 children 

of the families imprisoned in Helsingfors. The children were aged between 1,5 and 14 years. 

Five of them died within a year, while some of them ended up as servants in the nearby areas 

within a few years. In the hospital, the children were to be raised as Christians, and also the 

people who took them into their service had to guarantee that they would raise them fairly and 

in a Christian way.227 

These proposals and measures were in line with the population policy of the time, 

which sought to increase population growth by, for instance, decreasing child mortality and 

emphasising the role of the children’s homes. However, the ideas concerning the custody of 

Roma children did not lead to any systematic policies during the eighteenth century.228 Many 

Roma children followed their parents to the spinning house or to fortresses. 

It is obvious that the enacting of decrees or the enforcing of policies did not take 

place in a vacuum. Instead, they could be influenced by, for instance, scientific research, which 

in turn could reflect the aspirations of the rulers and authorities. The next subchapter will shed 
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light on this connection and discuss the interest in Roma in eighteenth-century scientific 

thought: how did the scholars of the era define and conceptualise ‘Gypsies’? 

‘Gypsies’ as an object of eighteenth-century science 

During the eighteenth century and particularly in the latter part of it, an increasing 

interest in Roma emerged in scientific circles. J. P. Liégeois has argued that this resulted from 

processes in which the inclusion of deviants appeared as a new form of repression: new 

techniques of disciplining were used in order to force the deviants to adjust themselves. Angus 

Fraser has explained the emerging interest in Roma by the new economic policy in which the 

size of the population was considered a resource, leading to new legislation as well as to 

attempts to force Roma to settle down, for instance, in the Habsburg Empire. Moreover, 

according to him, the fascination for oriental languages in philology raised interest in the 

‘Gypsy language’ in the academic world. Wim Willems has noted that the academic debate of 

the time was dominated by a general interest in vagabonds, beggars, and criminals as well as 

the historical roots of one’s own state. Willems and Leo Lucassen have also explained the 

increased interest in Roma by an aspiration to create a homogenous state. Groups of people 

were divided into civilised and primitive, and there was a belief in a linear development from 

primitive to civilised level.229    

In 1783, Heinrich Grellmann (1753–1804), a historian and theologian at the 

University of Jena, published Die Zigeuner. Ein historischer Versuch uber die Lebesart und 

Verfarrung, Sitten und Schicksale dieses Volks in Europa, nebst ihrem Ursprung. This book 

had a substantial influence on later research on Roma. It was translated into English, French, 

as well as Dutch, and published in several editions within the 20 years following its 

publication.230 

In Die Zigeuner, Grellmann concluded that ‘Gypsies’ originated from India, and 

he based this argument on linguistic comparison between the ‘Gypsy language’ and Sanskrit.231 

Grellmann emphasized nomadism, physical type, and character when identifying the Gypsies. 

He considered that their cultural and behavioural features were fixed, and he identified the 
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Gypsies as a ‘race’. According to David Mayall, this may have been the first example of the 

use of the term ’race’ in English in relation to the Gypsies.232  

Wim Willems has argued that Grellmann brought together a range of old Gypsy 

stereotypes, constructing ‘Gypsies’ as one homogeneous people with one common, non-

European history, one common origin in India, and one common culture which descended from 

pariah-like castes. According to Willems, this homogenising had a crucial influence on their 

stigmatic representation in the later periods.233 Until about the mid-eighteenth century, scholars 

mainly followed governments in considering Gypsies as only one category of vagrants, while, 

at the time of Grellmann and his contemporaries, governments and judicial authorities started 

to “legitimize their stigmatizing policy by invoking scientific arguments.”234 The role of the 

scholars thus changed from mainly followers to leaders.235 

Huub van Baar has noted that, although Grellmann’s perception of Gypsies was 

very negative, he nevertheless regarded them as potentially profitable for the state. Hence, he 

was in favour of the regulations of his contemporary Habsburg rulers, Maria Theresa and 

Joseph II, which aimed at turning Roma into productive citizens. In order to be useful, Roma 

needed to be improved, which meant their full assimilation and consequently their entire 

disappearance as ‘Gypsies’. Grellmann regarded that, since they were not able to transform 

themselves, only the state could change them into useful citizens.236 

Huub van Baar has criticised the one-sided picture of Enlightenment perception 

of Gypsies which has been drawn on the basis of Grellmann’s ideas. As he discusses the work 

of Grellmann’s contemporary, Johann Rüdiger (1751–1822), he aims to shed light on the 

internal ambivalences in Enlightenment thought. Rüdiger was a scholar of comparative 

linguistics who became a professor of political economy at the University of Halle in 1791. In 

1782, he published an essay Von der Sprache und Herkunft der Zigeuner aus Indien. Like 

Grellmann, based on linguistic comparison, Rüdiger tried to prove that ‘Gypsies’ had an Indian 

origin. In many other ways, however, his perceptions differed from those of Grellmann. He 

criticised the imperialist approaches of the European nations toward peoples who they had 

colonized as well as toward Jews and Gypsies. According to Rüdiger, the ways in which 

majorities had treated Gypsies had caused their ‘way of life’. In his opinion, maintaining their 
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own culture with their own language, customs and traditions enabled Gypsies to develop their 

culture or nation in their own right, and he held that majorities should grant them the 

opportunity for this development.237 

During the eighteenth century, Roma and their history attracted interest in the 

Swedish Kingdom as well. Already in 1730, Samuel Björckman defended his dissertation, 

titled Dissertatio academica de cingaris, in the faculty of philosophy in Uppsala. Björckman 

held that zigenare clearly had a distinct language of their own. However, writing prior to 

Rüdiger and Grellmann, he thought that zigenare originated from Nubia in Africa, grounding 

this opinion on linguistic similarities between the languages of zigenare and Nubians. 

According to Björckman, it was an open question whether the original people who had arrived 

from Nubia had stayed in Europe or they had returned to Africa after having fulfilled their 

penitence, after which new groups had arrived. Nevertheless, Björckman held that acquired 

features, such as skin colour, could become inherited. By referring to some theologians and 

philosophers, he opined that zigenare should not be accepted in the country due to their 

worthless character and the frauds and crimes that they indulged in.238 

About six decades later and eight years after Grellmann’s book came out, 

Laurentius Rabenius conducted his dissertation, Observationes historiam Ziguenorum 

illustrantes (1791), in the same faculty as Björckman. Rabenius disagreed with many other 

writers about the timing of the ‘Gypsies’ arrival in Europe, often considered to have taken place 

in the fifteenth century. He believed that their ancestors had arrived in Europe in the thirteenth 

century, and he grounded this argument on a statute enacted by King Birger, in 1303. In this 

statute, the king stated that the inhabitants had complained about travelling bands of clientes, 

cursores, garciones, so-called sculuara239– above all of foreigners without a particular leader, 

who had committed manslaughter, thefts and other crimes in secret. Rabenius argued that the 

customs and the way of life of the people whom the statute referred to demonstrated that it 

concerned zigenare. Hence, as Jan Selling has noted, Rabenius grounded his conclusion on the 

ethnicity of these people on their ‘Gypsy-like’ behaviour.240 

Rabenius also discussed the question whether zigenare formed their own people. 

He noted that many people had wondered whether they had merely created an artificial 

language and had, by their skin colour and common tricks, differentiated themselves from other 
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people in order to sustain their reputation of mastering fortune-telling. Rabenius, however, 

argued that they truly formed their own people who had their own language. He based this 

argument on the word list of Björckman as well as on the word list that Grellmann had taken 

down from Hungarian Roma. As to the origin of the zigenare, Rabenius followed Grellmann, 

whose work he was highly impressed with, and argued that they originated from India. Like 

Grellmann, he considered that their racial characteristics could be removed or at least improved 

by the intervention of the state.241  

Kungliga Vitterhetsakademien, a scientific society founded in Sweden in 1753, 

announced, in 1779, a competition in history with a subject “A Study on the so-called 

Zigeunare (Cingari, Bohemiens), where they originate from as well as whether, when, and from 

where some of them have settled down here in Sweden”.242 Wim Willems has pondered 

whether this competition could have inspired Heinrich Grellmann, whose book came out four 

years later, to write about ‘Gypsies’.243 Although this has not been demonstrated, it is possible 

that Grellmann was aware of the competition, since the interchange between Swedish and 

German intellectuals was lively at the time.244 According to Norma Montesino, however, in the 

latter part of the eighteenth century, the aim of the authorities to enforce laws on the poor and 

mobile population created a general demand for the knowledge on Roma. It was considered 

increasingly important to identify them as well as to assess whether or not they formed a distinct 

group. The questions as to why certain groups could not be integrated into the ‘useful’ 

population and how they could be transformed into being useful were regarded as essential.245  

Vitterhetsakademien received only one essay on the subject, dated in 1780 and 

written by the Finnish chaplain of Rantsila, Kristfrid Ganander. Since the essay did not meet 

the requirements for the task set by the akademi, it was not published, but it was nevertheless 

granted the second prize.246 In his essay, which is a fascinating ethnological description of the 

Finnish tattare of the late eighteenth century, Ganander described, for instance, their 

appearance, clothing, occupations, travelling, relations with the church and religion, as well as 

some dancing and singing traditions.  
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When Ganander discussed the opinions of different writers on the origin of 

‘Gypsies’, he also referred to their own view on the matter: “Tattarena themselves, who call 

themselves Black-People in Finnish, answer to the question as to where they are originally 

from, that they believe that they were expelled from Egypt by a divine vengeance since they 

had not provided V[irgin] Maria and her son shelter during their escape”.247 As Panu Pulma 

has noted, this does not demonstrate that Roma necessarily believed in the legend originating 

from the Middle Ages. Yet they could apparently refer to it in their contact with the majority 

population.248 Ganander himself did not believe this theory and instead was of the opinion that 

they had been driven out of countries in Asia or Turkey by a big revolution or an emigration 

after which other nationalities, such as Hungarians and Slavs, had joined them on the way. He 

based this view on their language, in which he believed many Hungarian and Slavic elements 

had blended.249 Nevertheless, Ganander did consider tattare as a distinct group: 

[...] the natural Tattarena are recognised both by their own language and pronunciation, 

black colour and physique as well as features from the other vagrants of both sexes who 

have temporarily joined them. The so-called genuine Tattare are surely a foreign nation 

which our country now bears as a nuisance but which our country has never produced.250 

Contrary to some other writers, Ganander believed the blackness of the tattare to be an 

inherited quality.251 

Ganander’s view on the possibilities of the tattare to ‘improve themselves’ and 

become useful members of the society clearly reflected the ideas of the Enlightenment: 

It appears from this and their in other way godless way of life, how necessary it would be 

to seriously order this people, which is ignorant of religion and good manners, to settle 

down to a certain place, so that they could be, like Lapps and other pagans, converted to 

Christianity and taught religion. This would result in them becoming useful workers, 

whereas they now shun all the work, more gentle and more virtuous members in the 

society which now nevertheless has to bear them to its detriment. At least their children 

would become better and tamer than their forefathers. The overall security would become 

better assured and the poor countryman, who also otherwise is strongly afflicted by 
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beggars, would be left in peace and could retain his goods acquired by the sweat of his 

brow.252 

Ganander argued that, as long as the Finns had remained pagans, they had been wild and prone 

to robberies, but, after having been converted to Christianity, although with force, they had 

abandoned their previous wandering. According to Ganander, the same could happen with 

‘Gypsies’: “Tattarena are people of whom the same can be hoped if they are taught.”253 

The ideas of the Swedish writers of the time were in line with the change in the 

policies concerning zigenare and tattare that took place during the eighteenth century. Whereas 

Björckman was still in favour of the idea that zigenare should not be tolerated in the country, 

Rabenius and Ganander appear to have believed in the possibility of transforming them into 

productive citizens. What connected these writers is that they all regarded zigenare/tattare as 

a distinct group with a foreign origin and placed a lot of emphasis on language in determining 

this. Nevertheless, especially in the texts of Björckman and Rabenius, a certain ‘Gypsy-way’ 

of life was also strongly attached to being a ‘Gypsy’. 

Although scientific research could reflect more general perceptions in the society, 

the reality at the grass-roots level could also contradict the perceptions of and the picture drawn 

by scholars. The following chapters will shed more light on the ways in which ‘Gypsies’ were 

perceived in local communities. Before setting out to analyse the ways in which vagrancy 

policies were implemented at the grass-roots level, we should, however, move to the other side 

of the border to see the kind of role the policies towards vagrants and Roma played in the 

Russian Empire. 
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Russian Finland: A haven for ‘vagrants’? 

The existing historiography on Russian Roma, at least in English, is very limited 

and can only provide some political framework for understanding the role and the status that 

the Roma had in the vast Empire in my research period. Although Russian authorities did not 

remain indifferent towards the mobility of the Roma, according to the existing historiography, 

the official policies and legislation concerning them appear to have been less restrictive there 

as compared to the Swedish Kingdom.  

References to the Roma in Ukraine date back to the sixteenth century, and, in 

1660, ‘Gypsies’ were mentioned in a document published in Moscow. Over the course of the 

eighteenth century, the Roma were ordered to pay taxes on several occasions, but, even within 

the central administrative level, there appears to have been at least some tolerance towards their 

itinerant lifestyle and occupations.254 For instance, in 1733, the Russian senate allowed the 

Roma to live in Ingria (a historical area surrounding Saint Petersburg, in Swedish called 

Ingermanland), where they were permitted to practice horse trading.255 Yet in 1759, they were 

forbidden to enter Saint Petersburg and its environs and, in 1766, the senate decreed that, as of 

1767, all the unsettled Roma would be restricted to the guberniyas (provinces) of Slobodska 

Ukraine around Kharkov, Moscow, Voronezh, Astrakhan, and Kazan.256 David Crowe, who 

has conducted research on the Russian Roma, has not, however, mentioned anything about the 

possible implementation of this decree.  

Nonetheless, attempts to increase the Roma population in the area near the Black 

Sea continued. During the Russo-Turkish War (1768–1774), “456 Rom families with five 

chieftans” were forced to move to the Novorossiya guberniya from Bendery, in Moldavia. 

Novorossiya (New Russia) was created by Catherine the Great, in 1764, and included parts of 

central and southern Ukraine.257 Grigory A. Potemkin, who ruled the guberniyas of 

Ekaterinoslav, Novorossiya and Azov as well as the Crimea, until his death in 1791, attempted 

to increase the population of these underpopulated areas.258 Individual references have been 

preserved of orders to send some ‘Gypsies’ from the area of Russian Finland to the 
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Ekaterinoslav guberniya, in 1790.259 However, this policy does not appear to have been very 

successful overall, since, by 1794, the Roma population transferred to the Novorossiya 

guberniya during the Russo-Turkish War had decreased to 255 men and a smaller number of 

women.260 

Despite the attempts of taxation and forced settlement of the Roma, the existing 

literature does not contain references to Russian Roma being declared outlaws or subjected to 

expulsion policies. Neither is there any indication in Crowe’s study that they were threatened 

with forced labour or drafted forcibly as soldiers.261 In the latter part of the eighteenth century 

and at the beginning of the nineteenth, the Russian authorities sought to urge the Roma to adopt 

a sedentary lifestyle and to register them in the villages. Taxes could occasionally be collected 

from settled Roma, but those who carried on with their itinerant lifestyle were often allowed to 

settle with their families on local estates for a small charge. From 1783 onwards, the Roma 

were considered as state peasants, which, although a much better position than that of serfs, 

involved some tax obligations and restrictions on movement.262 

This is not to say that Russian rulers were indifferent to vagrancy and mobility – 

quite the contrary, their concerns over these phenomena increased during the eighteenth 

century. The establishment of the Russian passport system has traditionally been connected to 

the reign of Peter I. However, while tracing the development of the restrictions on movement 

in Russia, Mervyn Matthews has emphasised the significance of long-term factors, such as the 

development of serfdom, the centralised nature of the Russian state, official indifference to the 

concept of individual rights and the difficulties in ruling such a vast country. According to him, 

the presence of minorities, the concept of the external enemy and the hierarchical ordering of 

the society also played a role in the gradual process of developing control over mobility.263  

Yet Peter I strongly promoted the control of movement. In 1719, it was decreed 

that no-one was allowed to be absent from his place of residence without legal permit or 

passport. Travel documents were standardised and their use became compulsory; they were 

considered a means of preventing the evasion of taxation and conscription.264 Along with this 

process, ‘idlers’ (guliashchie) became increasingly criminalised and subjected to impressment, 

                                                 
259 MMA, Viipurin käskynhaltijakunnanhallituksen arkisto, Päätöspäiväkirjat 1790, vol. 9, 19.11.1790, fol. 36–

36v; MMA, Viipurin kuvernementinhallituksen II arkisto, Siviiliosaston lähetettyjen kirjeiden diaari 1797, vol. 

3, 8.10.1797, 9.10.1797, nro:t 1066 ja 1067. 
260 Crowe 2007, 156. 
261 Crowe 2007, 154–158.  
262 Crowe 2007, 155–158; Hartley 1999, 21. 
263 Matthews 1993, 1–2. 
264 Matthews 1993, 1–2; Steinwedel 2001, 74. 



75 

 

penal labour or expulsion to Siberia. Andrew A. Gentes has suggested that efforts to punish 

vagrants (brodiagi) continued after the reign of Peter I; he has estimated that close to 60 000 

persons, among whom brodiagi formed a significant number, were deported to Siberia between 

1761 and 1781. Yet prior to 1823, most of the persons defined and punished as brodiagi appear 

to have been assigned to the military.265 

According to Janet Hartley, indeed, the levy was used by both urban and rural 

communities in Russia as an opportunity to rid themselves of the least useful members of the 

community, meaning persons who were either troublesome or poor. This practice was not 

exceptional compared with other countries.266 Nor was forced labour foreign to the Russian 

Empire, where, during the latter quarter of the eighteenth century, beggars and vagrants started 

to be directed to workhouses as well as to more clearly punitive houses of correction.267 

Regardless of all this, the extent to and the ways in which vagrancy control was 

implemented in the Russian Empire appears far from a clear story. Itinerancy may not have 

been perceived favourably – yet how effectively was it controlled in the different parts of the 

vast Empire? If sketching the general picture of vagrancy control in the Russian Empire appears 

difficult, the task does not get easier when we turn our attention to the area of Russian Finland. 

Along with the Swedish legislation, many of the old practices stayed in force in 

the area of Russian Finland even after it became a part of the Russian Empire. In principle, 

hence, vagrancy policies in Russian Finland should have resembled those of Swedish Finland. 

Nevertheless, no research has been conducted on the ways they were implemented in practice. 

The enforcement of vagrancy policies was often influenced by the demand for a 

workforce and the possibility of directing convicted vagrants to undertake forced labour or to 

enlist in the military ranks. This can be noted in Swedish Finland, where vagrants were 

customarily sent from different provinces to work at the Sveaborg fortress, situated in southern 

Finland, given that many other provinces lacked public workhouses. Hence, it would certainly 

appear plausible that vagrants were used as a workforce in the fortification works carried out 

in the area of Russian Finland in the latter part of the eighteenth century. In the course of less 

than two decades, a strong defensive structure was built in Russian Finland to which no 

equivalent was found on the Swedish side. In 1802, the Svensksund garrison in Russian Finland 

housed more than 7000 men, and the wartime capacity of the garrison was expected to be 

double the number. The Kyminlinna and the Fredrikshamn fortresses had the wartime capacity 
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of around 8000 men each. By comparison, on the Swedish side, the Sveaborg fortress had a 

headcount of 6750 soldiers and Svartholm almost 750 when the war broke out between Sweden 

and Russia, in 1809.268 

A strong workforce was used in these construction works in Russian Finland, 

which is well illustrated by the fact that almost 10 000 soldiers deserted or died of various kinds 

of illnesses during the construction period. The workforce consisted of soldiers, various 

professionals as well as some prisoners, and, furthermore, peasants of the area were required 

to take part in the construction works without pay.269 It is rather surprising, hence, that the 

literature concerning these fortification works does not refer to the exploitation of the 

workforce of convicted vagrants.270 

A partial explanation for the seemingly different position of ‘vagrants’ in Swedish 

and Russian Finland may lie in the division between urban and rural spheres within these 

regions. In the Swedish Kingdom, authorities had sought to restrict the practice of trades and 

handicrafts to the towns. This was based on mercantile ideas according to which these 

professions were to function in towns under guilds, while the role of the countryside was to 

sustain the towns.271 However, since rural communities could not manage without artisans, in 

1680, parishes were allowed to have one cobbler and one tailor and, later on, one smith in order 

to serve the needs of parish inhabitants. Over the course of the eighteenth century, the number 

of rural artisans increased, both ‘official’ and ‘unofficial’ in nature.272  

During the sixteenth century, the practice of trades in the countryside had been 

common in border regions, such as the Viborg province, Österbotten, and Norrland. It is 

intriguing that, until the year 1699, the Swedish Crown mostly allowed trades in rural areas in 

the Kexholm province, occupied by Sweden in 1617.273 From 1721 onwards, this area formed 

the northern part of Russian Finland. Raimo Ranta has assessed that, in the first half of the 

eighteenth century, the practice of trades in rural areas was less controlled in Russian Finland 

than in Swedish Finland. Although it was officially prohibited in Russian Finland as well, the 
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regulations were not enforced in practice.274 Moreover, in Russia, the practice of crafts was not 

restricted to towns.275  

It thus appears that the division between the countryside and towns was not as 

rigid in Russian Finland as in the Swedish Kingdom which, in turn, may have improved the 

position of the landless population and made people practicing ambulatory occupations less 

liable to be labelled – or at least punished – as vagrants. Indeed, there are indications that, in 

the eighteenth century, some landless people moved to the Russian side as a result of tightening 

control over the labour force in the Swedish Kingdom.276 In the latter part of the century, the 

population growth on the Swedish side and work possibilities in the sawmill industry in 

Russian Finland increased the willingness of landless people to cross the border.277 It is also 

worthwhile to note that horses appear to have been particularly valued in Russian Finland, 

especially north of Lake Ladoga, which most probably brought along earning possibilities for 

the Roma.278 

According to Elise Wirtschafter, the less rigid division between urban and rural 

regions was not a particularity of the area of Russian Finland since, in the Russian Empire, 

differentiation between urban and rural spheres was generally lacking and movement between 

towns or cities and the countryside was a widespread phenomenon. Whereas a significant 

number of peasants lived in cities, many townspeople also inhabited villages. According to 

Wirtschafter, the category “townspeople” (meshchanstvo) was employed in the Russian 

Empire to refer to “unattached individuals, such as retired soldiers, vagrants, orphans, 

foundlings, and persons of illegitimate birth, regardless of whether they possessed sufficient 

capital or an appropriate occupation.”279 Indeed, in the taxation book of the town of Vyborg, 

in 1811, some people categorised as tsygan (‘Gypsies’) were included under this category, 

too.280  

We have seen that vagrancy policies in the Swedish Kingdom developed with a 

firm connection with the military. This appears to be an aspect which differentiates Swedish 

Finland from Russian Finland. In the Swedish Kingdom, the military had a profound influence 

on the social position of the Roma and other people targeted by vagrancy policies. People 

                                                 
274 Ranta 1985, 304–305, 387–388, 488–496; see also Karonen 2013, 83–85. 
275 Karonen 2013, 88–89. 
276 Ranta 1985, 102–103. 
277 Pajunen 1967a, 647; Pajunen 1967b, 656–657. 
278 Kaukiainen 2013, 235. 
279 Wirtschafter 1997, 132–133. 
280 Viipurin kaupungin verotusluettelo 1811, MMA, Vanhan Suomen väestö- ja verotusluettelot, vol. 5, fol. 

96v–97. 
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identified as zigenare/tattare had served in the military since the seventeenth century, and, 

during the eighteenth century, military occupations became extremely common among the 

Roma men. As will be seen in the following chapters, the Roma often joined the military, since 

the army offered legal protection for people at risk of being labelled as vagrants.281 

Nevertheless, due to the constant need for people in the army, forced recruitment of vagrants 

was also carried out, and belonging mostly to the disreputable drafted troops may have enforced 

the stigmatisation of the Roma and other low-status people. The army can thus be considered 

as both a protective and a threatening institution for them, and it had both integrating and 

marginalising effects on the lower strata of society. 

In Russian Finland, by contrast, it was not until 1797 that recruitment started. In 

this region, the Roma were not threatened with forced recruitment while, on the other hand, 

they needed to find their livelihood beyond the military sphere. Yet the situation may have 

changed after 1797, as shown in the examples Janet Hartley has found of the Roma being 

recruited to the Russian navy at the beginning of the nineteenth century.282 

In 1743, the new border between Sweden and Russia split up parishes and 

separated regions whose inhabitants had lived in close interaction for centuries. How important 

was the border in the latter part of the eighteenth century? How was the border controlled and 

how commonplace was cross-border interaction?  

It is not evident that a state border always has an important role for the people 

living in a border region. During the eighteenth century, the state border was a border among 

others, since travelling was controlled also between provinces within a country. Neither was 

the perception of ‘foreigner’ automatically dependent on state borders: before the emergence 

of nation-states, in the nineteenth century, people could consider those coming from other 

provinces ‘foreigner’ in the same way as those coming from other countries.283 The new border 

between Sweden and Russia did not cut off the longstanding relations between people living 

in the border region, since border-crossing remained relatively easy during the latter part of the 

eighteenth century.  

The peace treaty allowed people to cross the border in order to go to church on 

Sundays and to participate in ecclesiastical ministrations in parishes in which the border 

                                                 
281 Although conscriptions were not popular, the Roma were not the only population group who occasionally 

sought security within the military ranks. Whether in Asia, the Middle East or Europe, the army offered regular 

pay, food, and lodging in times of poverty and insecurity. Zürcher 2012, 189. 
282 Hartley 2007. 
283 Torpey 2000, 9; see also Lucassen 2001, 243. 
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separated a part of the inhabitants from the church.284 A passport was normally required for 

crossing the border, but since priests granted passports, it was not difficult to obtain one. At 

least on the Russian side, soon after the Treaty of Åbo (1743), a more flexible practice was 

introduced according to which the peasants living in the border parishes could receive a 

passport valid for the entire year.285 

Further restrictions on border-crossing were set in the late eighteenth century. 

After the coup of Gustav III in the Swedish Kingdom, in 1772, the border was temporarily 

closed in order to avoid spreading the plague. Yet this closure, which was also motivated by 

political reasons, lasted less than a year. During the war between Sweden and Russia (1788–

1790), Russia attempted to restrict the mobility of the common people by forbidding joint 

church services, and, in the summer 1798, Paul I forbade border-crossing in the western borders 

of Russia, seeking to prevent the spread of influences of the French Revolution to Russia. Since 

the prohibition proved to be difficult to monitor, the border was reopened in September 1798, 

but everyone crossing the border was required to show a particular border passport. As the 

situation in Europe generally quietened down, the right to free border-crossing was restored, 

although, in 1804, passports were reintroduced.286 

There are some indications of people being punished for crossing the border 

without passports, although these references do not point to particularly strict border control.287 

Indeed, the border was easy to cross without a travel document. The traffic was controlled from 

border stations, which were mainly situated on the roads, but people could easily cross the 

border either on their boats or by walking along the forest trails.288  

Hence, cross-border interaction continued during the latter part of the eighteenth 

century. Trades were practiced across the border and marriages contracted between persons 

living on different sides of the border.289 Smuggling, too, was encouraged by the facility of 

border-crossing.290 All in all, cross-border mobility appears to have been a widespread 

phenomenon during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Yet how significant was 

the border for the people who, in Swedish Finland, were targeted by vagrancy policies? This is 

                                                 
284 Paaskoski 2005, 239. 
285 Kaukiainen 2012, 361. 
286 Paaskoski 2005, 239–240. 
287 Kaukiainen 2012, 361–362. 
288 Paaskoski 2005, 239; Kaukiainen 2012, 362. 
289 Kaukiainen 2012, 362; Katajala 1997, 35. 
290 Salt and spirits were smuggled from Russian Finland to the Swedish side, whereas butter and furs were the 

most common items smuggled from the Swedish side to Russian Finland - from where they were further 

transported to Saint Petersburg. Paaskoski 2005, 240. 
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one of the questions that will be explored in the following chapter which will turn our attention 

to the grass-roots level, to the vagrancy interrogations of early nineteenth-century Finland. 

 

******************** 

 

In the course of over two centuries, in the Swedish Kingdom, different orders and 

statutes tightly linked the categories tattare and zigenare with vagrancy, although demanding 

even stronger measures against the first mentioned than against vagrants in general. Until 1748, 

there was a clear distinction made on the official level between tattare and zigenare, on the one 

hand, and vagrants and vagabonds, on the other although, in practice, this distinction could 

naturally become blurred. 

In legislation, foreign descent was regarded as a dominant characteristic of the 

categories zigenare and tattare. Yet these ‘foreign categories’ were gradually absorbed into the 

lower echelons of the Swedish society. From 1748 on, a distinction was drawn between 

‘domestic’ and ‘foreign’ zigenare/tattare, of whom the first category became merged with 

other domestic categories such as vagrants and vagabonds. However, a foreign element 

remained attached to the ‘domestic’ zigenare/tattare after this, too: the emphasis merely 

changed from being a foreigner to having a foreign origin. Eighteenth-century Swedish authors 

regarded ‘Gypsies’ as an originally foreign group. 

Even though the local implementation of policies in the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries appears to have been strikingly different from what the official decrees called for, it 

cannot be overemphasized that tattare and zigenare as ethnic or cultural definitions developed 

in tight connection with social categories of vagrancy and vagabondage. The connection 

created in official decrees was, of course, strengthened in practice. In spite of their interaction 

with the mainstream population, people defined as tattare/zigenare were legally outlaws, until 

1748, and the possibilities of them settling down depended greatly on the attitudes of the 

regional authorities and local inhabitants. Consequently, very often, their way of living 

probably corresponded with the definitions given for vagrancy which, in turn, led to further 

intermingling of the categories tattare, zigenare and vagrant. As will be seen in the following 

chapters, the connection established between these categories came to have an impact on the 

policies concerning the Roma later in the eighteenth century, too – at a time when the special 

policies regarding them had already been abolished. 
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3. In the grasp of vagrancy policies 

Based on the interrogation protocols of alleged vagrants, this chapter explores 

vagrancy at the grass-roots level by looking at the vagrancy control operations of two provinces 

of Swedish Finland, Nyland och Tavastehus and Kymmenegård, focusing especially on the 

years 1805 and 1806. One central focus of this chapter lies in the intersections of the concepts 

‘vagrant’ (lösdrivare) and ‘Gypsy’ (zigenare, tattare), as they appear in the protocols. These 

concepts are not considered to refer to more or less homogenous groups but are rather regarded 

as labels used by authorities in order to categorise people. The chapter studies the differences 

and similarities in the backgrounds of the alleged ‘Gypsy’ and ‘non-Gypsy vagrants’ and in the 

administrative practice concerning them, seeking to understand how and on what grounds 

differentiation between these categories was made. The focus is thus on the categorisation by 

authorities and not on self-identification. 

Furthermore, the chapter explores the relationship between vagrancy policies and 

the military by studying the role of the army in the backgrounds of suspected vagrants as well 

as the influence of the military on vagrancy control. Finally, it explores the strategies that 

people targeted by vagrancy policies adopted in order to cope with the administrative practices. 

In this context, it discusses the significance of the state border for the people who, during these 

years, became targets of vagrancy policies. 

Vagrancy control at the grass-roots level has not been previously studied for the 

period that Finland formed a part of the Swedish Kingdom.291 This chapter is based on hitherto 

unexplored source material which offers a unique opportunity for a comparative study on 

‘Gypsy’ and ‘non-Gypsy’ alleged vagrants. Hence, it helps to situate the people identified as 

zigenare/tattare in a wider social context and to shed light on the question of how boundaries 

between them and the rest of the population were drawn.  

                                                 
291 In his study on vagrancy control in nineteenth-century Finland, Toivo Nygård has used the interrogation 

protocols of the Kymmenegård, S:t Michels, and Uleåborg provinces. He has examined systematically the 

protocols of the Kymmenegård and S:t Michels provinces for the years 1823 and 1848. Finland formed then a 

part of the Russian Empire. Nygård 1985. 
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Map 6: The provinces of Finland 1776–1812 

 
Source: Haapala & Toivo (eds.) 2007, 89. 

Pohjakartta © Karttakeskus, 2007 

 

 

1 Nyland och Tavastehus province 

2 Kymmenegård province 

 

Interrogation protocols as a historical source 

For several decades, judicial protocols have been considered unique and rich 

source material for early modern historians, allowing historians to catch a glimpse of the social 

realities of past local communities and to reconstruct values, mentalities and modes of social 

interaction of ordinary people. Carlo Ginzburg, who has used inquisitorial proceedings to 

reconstruct folk culture and beliefs, has gone so far as to argue that links can be perceived 

between judicial proceedings and the notebooks of anthropologists.292  

Indeed, the inquisitorial proceedings used by Ginzburg appear to be 

ethnographically remarkably rich. Besides the words of the defendants, their gestures, sudden 

reactions and silences were also recorded. Although these documents cannot be expected to 

convey to us any ‘objective’ information, they do provide fascinating source material for in-

depth analyses of a different kind.293 

Even though the protocols of Swedish vagrancy interrogations share some 

characteristics with the proceedings analysed by Ginzburg, they are unfortunately not as rich 

and descriptive. They are generally rather brief and, despite some dialogic features, the words 

of the persons who were questioned were not recorded literally. Hence, the protocols contain 

                                                 
292 Ginzburg 1992, 156; see also Ginzburg 1980. 
293 Ginzburg 1992, 160–161. 
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summarised reports written by the clerks on the answers of the interrogatees. During the 

process of summarising, these answers were naturally modified. 

The summaries not only hide the words of the interrogatees but they often also 

ignore the questions posed by the interrogators. This has a direct influence on the picture which 

the protocols convey, since it is often difficult to assess whether the interrogatees anwered 

direct questions or rather said something on their own initiative. However, the protocols differ 

from one another and occasionally the questions are more clearly stated. Any gestures or 

reactions, such as facial blushing, are not, however, recorded, as they are in the inquisitorial 

proceedings analysed by Ginzburg. 

Furthermore, the contents of the Swedish interrogation protocols differ from those 

of inquisitorial proceedings because they were drawn up for different purposes. Whereas the 

inquisitors aimed at discovering the beliefs of their defendants, the governors were interested 

in the question whether the interrogatees had legal protection. For this, it was essential to find 

out the possible employments, possessions, age as well as some basic facts about the travelling 

of the alleged vagrants. These factors were usually rather simple to uncover – at least to the 

extent which was in the interests of the governor – and this can also be perceived in the limited 

length and detail of the protocols. 

The judicial context thus had a strong influence on the contents of the protocols. 

Since governors were mainly interested in the year-long service relationships which guaranteed 

legal protection, other informal sources of livelihood that the interrogatees might have had were 

mentioned only occasionally. Moreover, governors did not usually inquire into the reasons for 

or the practices of mobility or the economic activities practiced while travelling. Their focus 

was mostly on the question whether the persons had been travelling without permission and 

whether they had a place of service where they could be sent back. As for the governors, hence, 

mobility did not appear to have been an issue which required any in-depth clarification but was 

more of a ‘yes or no’ question, assessed on the grounds of the vagrancy decrees. 

The years 1805 and 1806 have been chosen for a systematic study because, during 

the first years of the nineteenth century, new statutes concerning vagrancy were passed and a 

public workhouse was founded in Sveaborg.294 It appears that, following these new statutes, 

the interrogation of alleged vagrants became more systematic and formal. The protocols of the 

years 1805–1806 appear more uniform than the ones preserved from the eighteenth century. 

                                                 
294 The new statutes included the recruitment statute (1802), the ordinance on public workhouses (1804), and the 

servant statute (1805). 
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Even though the length of the protocols varied during these years, certain issues were always 

dealt with. Hence, it seems that the interrogatees were mostly asked the same set of questions. 

The protocols often reported whether the person had or could obtain legal protection and 

whether s/he had any possessions or craft skills. Moreover, many protocols mentioned the age 

and the birth-place of the interrogatee. Some information on the arrest as well as the decision 

was also given. Furthermore, the part of the protocol which stated the decision usually referred 

to the newly issued statutes and, finally, it remarked that the convicted vagrant had the right to 

make an appeal against the decision. 

‘Gypsies’ and ‘non-Gypsies’ under interrogation 

According to the sources I have found on vagrancy interrogations, during the 

years 1805 and 1806, 326295 adults were interrogated for vagrancy in the provinces of Nyland 

och Tavastehus and Kymmenegård.296 However, there was a notable difference between the 

provinces in the number of interrogatees, since only 65 adults were interrogated in the Nyland 

och Tavastehus province while 261 were questioned in the Kymmenegård province. 

Interestingly, the provinces differed further from one another in the proportion of convictions. 

In the Nyland och Tavastehus province, over 80 percent of the alleged vagrants were sentenced 

to forced labour or the military and only eight percent were set free, whereas in the 

Kymmenegård province, around one-quarter of the interrogatees were convicted of vagrancy 

and almost half of them were set free.  

However, with regard to the province of Nyland och Tavastehus, we should 

consider these numbers as merely suggestive. There is a discrepancy between the workhouse 

sentences of this province, found from the interrogation protocols, and the lists of the inmates 

of the Sveaborg workhouse. According to the interrogation protocols of this province, 48 adults 

were sentenced to do forced labour in the Sveaborg workhouse during the years 1805–1806, 

while the prisoner registers reveal that 94 men placed in the workhouse were sentenced there 

by the governor of the Nyland och Tavastehus province during these years. With regard to the 

Kymmenegård province, there is no such discrepancy: the interrogation protocols refer to 42 

                                                 
295 This number may include some overlap, as some people may have been counted twice. Persons with the 

same name have been counted as two different persons unless the sources made it explicit that they were one 

and the same person. 
296 The interrogation protocols of the Nyland och Tavastehus province comprise altogether 110 pages, whereas 

the protocols of the Kymmenegård province comprise around 500 pages, including both fair copies as well as 

draft notes of the interrogations. The majority of these protocols deal with vagrancy issues. The vagrancy 

interrogations of the Nyland och Tavastehus province have previously been analysed in Rekola 2012a. 
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workhouse sentences, whereas the prisoner registers contain the names of 37 men condemned 

to the workhouse by the governor of the Kymmenegård province.297  

It is thus evident that the collection of the interrogation protocols of the Nyland 

och Tavastehus province lacks notes of several interrogations, even though it does appear 

consistent – the protocols are in chronological order and they are spread rather evenly over the 

time period.298 The discrepancy between the interrogation protocols and the prisoner lists is the 

most apparent during the year 1806 and, in particular, in the latter part of it.299 Hence, as the 

numbers presented in this subchapter are based on the preserved interrogation protocols, they 

should be considered as indicative rather than accurate. 

Notwithstanding this, the difference between the provinces in the number of 

interrogatees is so significant that it can hardly be explained merely by the gaps in the source 

material.300 Hence, vagrancy policies appear to have been differently implemented in these two 

provinces. In the Kymmenegård province, local authorities such as county bailiffs were more 

active in arresting people who were later, when questioned in the governor’s office, found to 

have ‘legal protection’. In the Nyland och Tavastehus province, in contrast, local authorities 

appear to have been much more selective in whom they picked, since most of those arrested 

were convicted of vagrancy later on.  

Population figures do not explain the difference in the number of the interrogatees, 

since the population of Nyland och Tavastehus was larger than that of the Kymmenegård 

province: according to a census table drawn up in 1805, 174 826 persons lived in the Nyland 

                                                 
297 The prisoner lists, too, lack a few persons who, according to the interrogation protocols, were sentenced to 

the Sveaborg workhouse from both of these provinces. Sveaborgs fästnings fånglistor 1805, 1806, RA, 

Justitiekanslern -1974, Huvudarkivet 1719–1974, E III cc: 328, 343. 
298 Indeed, among the letters delivered to the governor are some draft notes on interrogations which cannot be 

located among the actual interrogation protocols. Although these notes have not been systematically searched 

for, the ones that I found during my previous research have been included in the analysis.  
299 Eighteen men sentenced to the workhouse during the year 1805 cannot be found in the interrogation 

protocols, while the corresponding number in 1806 is 34. These numbers include 13 men who were sentenced to 

the workhouse by the governor of Nyland och Tavastehus province after they had completed a forced labour 

sentence in Sveaborg for a crime. The interrogation protocols of the Nyland och Tavastehus province do not 

contain any interrogations of persons with such a background, while the protocols of the Kymmenegård 

province contain 10 such interrogations.  
300 The number of interrogatees in the Nyland och Tavastehus province would not have exceeded 140 even if we 

take into account the number of sentences given in the prisoner lists, assuming that the proportion of the 

workhouse sentences among all the interrogations, counted from the interrogation protocols, was fairly correct. 

According to the interrogation protocols, almost three-quarters of the interrogatees of that province were 

condemned to the Sveaborg workhouse. This very rough estimation of 140 interrogatees is more in line with the 

later situation than the low number provided by the interrogation protocols. In the years 1823 and 1848, the 

number of persons interrogated for vagrancy ranged from 115 to 263 in the provinces of Kymmenegård, S:t 

Michels, and Uleåborg. Nygård 1985, 70–73. 
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och Tavastehus province, while the population of the Kymmenegård province was 117 375.301 

Nor can the possibilities of sending people to do forced labour serve as an explanation for the 

differences. During the research period, both provinces had a fortress under construction: the 

Sveaborg fortress belonged to the administrative district of Nyland och Tavastehus, whereas 

the Svartholm fortress was situated in Kymmenegård. Hence, in the very province that housed 

the newly established Sveaborg workhouse, significantly fewer people were interrogated as 

alleged vagrants than in its neighbouring province. In the Kymmenegård province, some 

convicted vagrants were sent to Svartholm, but most of them were directed to the Sveaborg 

workhouse in the neighbouring province.  

To a certain extent, the great number of recruitment demands in the 

Kymmenegård province accounts for the difference in the number of interrogatees between the 

two provinces: in the Kymmenegård province, the military personnel was very active in 

accusing people of vagrancy. Moreover, it is possible that the proximity of the Russian border 

intensified the implementation of vagrancy control in the Kymmenegård province as compared 

to the province of Nyland och Tavastehus. However, this material does not enable us to draw 

reliable conclusions on the issue, and the question should be further studied. 

Who were the people that became suspected of vagrancy during the early years of 

the nineteenth century? What do we know about their age, gender, ethnic categorisation or 

occupational backgrounds? As the same issues were not discussed with each and every 

interrogatee, the interrogation protocols do not enable us to reconstruct the complete profiles 

of the alleged vagrants. Nonetheless, we can draw some general conclusions on the basis of 

this material. 

The age of the interrogatee was mentioned in less than a third of the cases. If 

judged from these references, young people were more prone to be arrested for vagrancy than 

elderly people. The protocols state the ages of 96 adult interrogatees, of whom 64 were aged 

between 15 and 30, distributed rather evenly within this range. Approximately every fourth 

interrogatee was mentioned to have or to have had a spouse and/or children. 

The interrogatees included 56 persons who were, or whose spouse was, 

categorised in the protocols by the label zigenare or tattare: 22 of them were questioned in the 

Nyland och Tavastehus province and 34 in the Kymmenegård province. Hence, the difference 

between the provinces in the number of ‘Gypsy interrogatees’ was much smaller than in that 

                                                 
301 Folkmängdstabeller 1805, RA, Kungl. Kommissionen över tabellverket (1756–1858), Tabellverket 1749–

1859, E 3 A: 10, fol. 199, 245 (KA, Mf FR 1645). 
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of other interrogatees. Whereas, in the Nyland och Tavastehus province, ‘Gypsy interrogatees’ 

formed around one-third of all the persons interrogated, in the Kymmenegård province, their 

proportion of all the interrogatees was 13 percent. 

 Most of the persons suspected of vagrancy were male, as only 43 women stood 

among the interrogatees. Interestingly, over 40 percent of these women were categorised as 

zigenare or tattare whereas, of the male interrogatees, the ‘Gypsies’ formed only 13 percent. 

Furthermore, the interrogatees included 21 under 15-year-old children, of whom 15 were 

identified as ‘Gypsies’. Children had normally followed their parents to the governor’s office 

but were occasionally interrogated independently. 

 A. L. Beier, who has studied vagrancy in early modern England, has noted that 

most of the English vagrants were single male, whereas women formed a majority among 

resident paupers. According to Beier, the explanation for this is due to males being the most 

common migrants. The proportion of males among vagrants was particularly high in large 

urban centres, since male servants and apprentices commonly migrated to these cities. Beier 

has suggested that authorities may also have considered males greater threats than females and 

imprisoned them more often, whereas itinerant women may have been charged with 

prostitution rather than vagrancy.302 

In addition to the above explanations, in the Swedish Kingdom, the high 

proportion of males among the alleged vagrants was most probably influenced by reasons 

related to labour policy. According to the servant statute of 1805, people who had small 

children or old parents to look after were exempted from vagrancy decrees. Although this 

exemption was not explicitely restricted to women, in reality, it may have influenced women 

more than men.303 Moreover, while male vagrants were subjected to impressment or forced 

labour at fortresses, there were fewer alternatives with regard to female vagrants. 

In the eighteenth century, women convicted of vagrancy could be sent to do forced 

labour either in the Åbo spinning house or at fortresses. The practice of sending them to the 

spinning house continued in the nineteenth century. After 1804, however, only men fit for work 

could be sent to workhouses. Yet, the ban on sending women to workhouses was either soon 

altered or not followed, since, from 1805 onwards, there are references to women being sent to 

the Sveaborg workhouse too. Moreover, the protocols contain references to nine ‘Gypsy’ 

                                                 
302 Beier 1985, 52; see also Jütte 1994, 149. In eighteenth-century London, however, the majority of alleged 

vagrants were women. Rogers 1991, 133. 
303 Cf. Johnsson 2016, 83–85. 
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women being sent to the construction works at the Svartholm fortress, where forced labour was 

also used, although no official workhouse was founded there.304 

In fact, in the Kymmenegård province, sending women to Svartholm appears to 

have been a way of evading the ban on sending them to workhouses, since from this province, 

males were rather systematically sentenced to the Sveaborg workhouse. For instance, in an 

interrogation of a group of ‘Gypsies’, in December 1806, all the men were condemned to the 

Sveaborg workhouse, whereas the women were sentenced to the construction works of 

Svartholm and their 11 children were ordered to follow their mothers to the fortress.305 

Although vagrancy statutes applied only to those who had turned 15, children younger than 

this could occasionally be sent to do forced labour as well.306 Nevertheless, even though some 

women were condemned to construction works, the statutes probably influenced policies so 

that more discretion was exercised when arresting women. 

It is intriguing that ‘Gypsies’ formed such a significant part of the women and 

children who were brought to governor’s interrogation. This may indicate either that ‘Gypsies’ 

moved in family groups more often than others or that, as Leo Lucassen has argued, people 

who travelled with their families became easily labelled ‘Gypsies’ by authorities.307 It is also 

possible that ‘Gypsy’ women concerned authorities more than ‘non-Gypsy’ itinerant women 

and were thus arrested more actively. 

In any event, it does appear that travelling in groups and with family members 

was connected with the categorisation of zigenare or tattare in Finland, too. It was more 

common for the ‘Gypsy interrogatees’ than for the ‘non-Gypsies’ to be arrested in groups: there 

are several examples of their interrogations dealing with more than one person. However, these 

interrogations seldom concerned a large group but most often two persons. An exception was 

a group interrogation in the Kymmenegård province, in December 1806, of 11 adults with 11 

                                                 
304 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirjat 31.5.1805, 28.10.1805 ja 2.12.1806, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
305 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 2.12.1806, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. One of these women, Juditta 

Korp, died soon in Svartholm, and the governor of the Kymmenegård province inquired of the king how the 

upkeep of her three children should be arranged. As they did not belong to any parish, no parish could be 

obliged to take care of them. The governor had thus advised the commandant of the Svartholm fortress to 

provide the children with the same upkeep they had enjoyed before their mother died. Kymenkartanon maaherra 

KM:lle 11.5.1807, RA, Landshövdingarnas skrivelser till Kungl. Maj:t, Kymmenegårds län, vol. 18 (KA, Mf FR 

35). 
306 In 1806, 13-year-old Henric Henricsson was sent to Sveaborg apparently with his 30-year-old brother, 

whereas 9-year-old Hedvig, imprisoned with three ‘Gypsies’, was sent to the spinning house for two years. 

Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 8.11.1806, HMA, ULka, Kkptk, Ca:2, fol. 53v; Waldén UH mh:lle 

7.10.1806, liite, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:176, fol. 2662v. 
307 Lucassen 1998c, 154–155. 
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children.308 Nevertheless, from time to time, ‘non-Gypsies’ could also be interrogated with 

their family members. Johan Mattsson, who had for three years “wandered from one village to 

another” with his wife, Brita Jacobsdotter, and two children, serves as a good example.309 

Military background constituted a central connecting factor among the 

interrogatees, concerning around one-third of them, yet this was more common among 

‘Gypsies’ than among ‘non-Gypsies’. Nevertheless, many interrogatees had previously worked 

in agriculture as well. The protocols contain seven references to peasants, 21 to tenant farmers 

of varying statuses (torpare, landbonde) and 57 references to practitioners of various kinds of 

agricultural work, including mostly farmhands but also maids, tenant labourers 

(spannmålstorpare, brödtorpare), dependent labourers (inhysinge), shepherds, and a 

fisherman. Moreover, the material contains 29 references to artisans.310 

Despite the range of occupational activities in the backgrounds of the 

interrogatees, the protocols concerning persons categorised as zigenare or tattare contain very 

few direct references to other occupational activities, besides those connected with the military. 

Exceptions were Fredrik Ek, who said that he was a fisherman for Gustafva Toll, the widow of 

Second Lieutenant Colliander,311 as well as Elias Nyström, who stated that he was a servant at 

saltpetre works.312 Furthermore, Ludwig Roos declared that he had been a farrier in Vasa 

province,313 whereas Anton Florin said that he was a farrier and a horse gelder “by 

profession”.314 Johan Wenström stated that he had earned his living by making and repairing 

reeds after being dismissed from the regiment.315 Besides these direct references, the protocols 

                                                 
308 At least 12 adults had been imprisoned together, but one of them was interrogated separately since authorities 

were interested in his possessions. The group had been sent to the Kymmenegård province along with two other 

persons, one of whom was referred to as zigenare. The latter two persons were interrogated independently, and 

it is not clear from the protocol whether they had been imprisoned together with the group or not. 

Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 2.12.1806, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
309 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 17.6.1806, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
310 The references do not always indicate that the persons had the qualification to practice the profession. They 

included six shoemakers, two tailors, four shoemaker or tailor apprentices, four smiths, two masons, two 

carriage-builder journeymen, two farriers, two gelders, a furrier, a butcher, a hatter, a wax-bleacher and a 

reedmaker. Moreover, the material contains some references to occupations/statuses which cannot be grouped 

under one single category, such as a miller, three seamen, an inn servant, two sawyers, a pharmacist 

journeyman, a bridge warden (brofogde), a border guard, three students as well as a student lawyer (auskultant) 

of the Åbo Court of Appeal. 
311 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 9.9.1805, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
312 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 2.12.1806, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
313 Nimismies Schmidt UH mh:lle 9.7.1805, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:172, fol. 2189. 
314 “till Professionen”, Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 15.12.1806, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
315 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 3.7.1806, HMA, ULka, Kkptk, Ca:2, fol. 44. Reed is a weaver’s comb-

like implement which is needed for separating the threads of the warp. 
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contain more indirect references to craft skills. The persons categorised as zigenare or tattare 

mentioned having skills in reedmaking316, horse-shoeing317, gelding318 and coppersmithing319. 

According to the protocols, hence, the alleged ‘non-Gypsy’ vagrants had more 

diverse occupational histories and were more often tied to agricultural work than the ‘Gypsies’. 

It is probable that the picture conveyed by the protocols reflects the reality, at least to some 

extent. Nevertheless, it is not evident that the persons categorised as zigenare or tattare were 

always asked about their occupational activities, let alone that all of their comments were 

written down in the protocols, which were mostly brief and non-descriptive. It is probable that 

‘unofficial’ itinerant occupations were not always discussed in the interrogations if considered 

irrelevant when it came to vagrancy decrees. 

When looking at the reasons for the interrogations of the persons who ended up 

before the governor, both similarities and differences appear between the ‘Gypsy interrogatees’ 

and the others. Mobility stands out as a central reason for arresting people categorised as 

zigenare or tattare: indeed, the protocols state more or less explicitly that almost half of them 

were arrested for ‘wandering around’, and every tenth was detained for lacking a passport or 

being ‘an unknown man’. The case of Johan Bollström, Fredric Berg and Thomas Wenström 

indicate that people identified as ‘Gypsies’ may have been under stricter surveillance than other 

people when it came to travelling. In 1805, these men were arrested on their way to the Borgå 

market, where they had permission to travel. The imprisonment was partly justified by their 

leaving the road which led to Borgå, and partly by the fact that, according to the captor, it was 

not allowed to grant travel permits to ‘Gypsies’.320 

Seven persons, which equals 13 percent of all the ‘Gypsy interrogatees’, were 

directed to the governor’s office after being discharged from their regiments.321 They had been 

dismissed following the Royal letter of May 1805, which forbade army commanders from 

recruiting zigenare or tattare.322 Another seven persons had either committed or were suspected 

of thefts, and two people had been sent to the province from the Russian side of the border. 

                                                 
316 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirjat 18.4.1805 ja 11.6.1805, HMA, ULka, Kkptk, Ca:2, fol. 13v, 16v. 
317 Satakunnan kihlakunnan nimismies UH mh:lle 27.10.1805, liite, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:172, fol. 1813; 

Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirjat 29.9.1806 ja 2.12.1806, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
318 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 11.6.1805, HMA, ULka, Kkptk, Ca:2, fol. 16v. 
319 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 11.6.1805, HMA, ULka, Kkptk, Ca:2, fol. 16v. 
320 Satakunnan kihlakunnan nimismies UH mh:lle 27.10.1805, liite, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:172, fol. 1813. 
321 Two of them were arrested only 1–2 months after their discharge. 
322 Following the Royal letter, there are references to at least 17 men being discharged from the Adlercreutz 

Regiment within a year, on the basis of their ethnicity. This prohibition will be dealt with in more detail in the 

next chapter. 
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 Mobility was not, however, a characteristic exclusively connected to ‘Gypsies’. 

It played a significant role in the reasons for arresting the ‘non-Gypsies’, too, since a tenth of 

these were detained for “wandering around”.323 Another 17 percent were referred to either as 

unknown persons or as persons lacking passports. Eight percent of the ‘non-Gypsies’ had been 

sent to the Kymmenegård province from the Russian side, after which they had been directed 

to the governor’s interrogation. Around 14 percent had either committed or were suspected of 

crimes, which is very close to the corresponding figure of the ‘Gypsy interrogatees’. All in all, 

the alleged vagrants cannot be considered to have formed a particularly criminal group. 22 

percent of the ‘non-Gypsies’ and 14 percent of the ‘Gypsies’ were referred to as having some 

sort of a criminal background; the offences mostly related to thefts but occasionally also to 

violence, indecency or deserting regiments. 

Clearly, the most common reason for the interrogation of the ‘non-Gypsies’ was 

connected with the military. Almost one-third of them had been called to the governor’s office 

because an army recruiter demanded they be recruited based on their lack of legal protection. 

It is interesting that 87 of these 88 cases occurred in the Kymmenegård province. The army 

recruiters appear to have obeyed the prohibition of 1805, since none of the persons demanded 

by the recruiters were categorised as zigenare or tattare.324 

 What was decided for the future of the interrogatees? Of all the persons 

interrogated, more than one-third were set free and approximately as many were condemned 

to forced labour or the military. The governor did not reach a decision in every fourth case but 

either requested further clarification on the issues or directed the person to another province or 

to a judicial hearing. As regards to the decisions, however, there were notable differences 

between the ‘Gypsy interrogatees’ and the ‘non-Gypsies’: those labelled as zigenare or tattare 

faced much harsher sentences. 55 percent of the ‘Gypsy interrogatees’ were sentenced to do 

forced labour or to the military whereas only 32 percent of the ‘non-Gypsies’ met with the 

same fate. Moreover, 43 percent of the ‘non-Gypsies’ avoided the sentencing while only 14 

percent of the ‘Gypsies’ were set free. As regards to the female interrogatees, the sentences 

given to ‘Gypsies’ and to ‘non-Gypsies’ also differed. Whereas all the convicted ‘non-Gypsy’ 

women were sent to the spinning house, nine of the eleven convicted ‘Gypsy’ women were 

                                                 
323 ‘Ill-mannered’ lifestyle, drinking, begging and/or fortune-telling were sometimes mentioned to be connected 

to the mobility of both ‘Gypsies’ and ‘non-Gypsies’. 
324 Moreover, some of the ‘non-Gypsies’ were interrogated after their work time at the fortress had expired, after 

they were discharged from the military, for leaving their place of service without permission, or for escaping 

from a workhouse or from a prisoner transport. However, less than 10 percent of the interrogatees were brought 

to interrogation for these reasons. 
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sent to the Svartholm fortress, as noted earlier. Moreover, all but one of the 13 children who 

were directed to these penal institutions were labelled zigenare or tattare. 

 What could explain these differences? What kind of reasoning can be found 

behind the sentences? The convictions were commonly based on the lack of ‘legal protection’ 

and means of livelihood. At times, mobility, criminal background or ill manners were also 

mentioned as aggravating factors in sentences. From some protocols, it becomes apparent that 

mobility was considered a security threat – a sign of unstable lifestyle that could threaten social 

order. For instance, Thomas Kandonen, who had been sent from Russian Finland to the 

Swedish side, was sentenced to forced labour at the Sveaborg workhouse, since he “not only 

has given a false testimony on his domicile and his place of residence before crossing the border 

to the Imperial Russian side but also since there is reason to believe that he is prone to an ill-

mannered lifestyle as far as he has wandered from one place to another without a certain place 

of residence”.325 

The security perspective was also clearly articulated, in December 1806, when a 

tattare group was questioned in Kymmenegård province. The group had been sent there by the 

governor of the Vasa province, situated in western Finland, on the north-west side of the 

Kymmenegård province. According to the protocol concerning this interrogation, the 

conviction was mainly based on the affirmation of the Vasa governor, and the interrogatees 

were asked very few questions about their mobility or livelihood: 

The Tattare told that they did not have craft skills, but several of them were more or less 

skilled at horseshoeing. They did not have other possessions than what they had on their 

persons. Concerning these persons / It was decided / According to the affirmation of the 

governor of Vasa, these Tattare have been found roaming in a flock with each other. And 

since the statutes concerning the employment of Tattare prohibit this and, moreover, 

since they are dangerous for the public order as wandering persons and lacking livelihood. 

Hence, according to the statutes at issue and the gracious statute of the Royal Majesty on 

Workhouse Establishments, they will be declared guilty to be kept in work for one year 

[...]326 

                                                 
325 “[...] Thomas Kandonen icke allenast saningslöst upgifvit sin hemvist och hvarest hans vistelse ort innan 

dess öfvergång till Keiserl. Ryska sidan varit utan och anledning är at tro det han på vanart är begifven så vida 

han utan vist tillhåll strukit från ena orten till den andra [...]”, Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 2.5.1806, 

MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
326 “Tattarene upgåfvo sig icke vara kunnige i något handtvärk: men en eller annan vore mera el. mindre 

kunnig i hofslageri. Annan egendom än den de hade på sig, ägde de icke. Rörande desse personer / Beslöts / 

Efter K. B. i Wasa gjorde intygan, hafva desse Tattare befunnits i flock och farnöte med hvaranan 

kringstrykande. Och som detta, i de om Tattares sysselsättande utkomne författningar är dem förbudit, och de 

såsom näringslöse och kringvandrande personer dessutom äro för det allmänna Lugnet farliga. Altså varda de 

skyldige förklarade, jämlikt mer berörde författningar och kongl. Mts om Arbetshus Inrättninger utkomne 

Nådiga Stadga, at hållas till et års arbete [...]”, Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 2.12.1806, MMA, KLka, 

Kkptk, vol. 4. 
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The acquittals, in turn, were often based on the fact that the interrogatee had a 

service relationship and thus ‘legal protection’. Furthermore, being married and having a fixed 

abode in a specific place were common reasons for setting people free. People could also be 

released on the basis of their illnesses or disabilities which hindered them from working or 

serving in the military. In case of recruitment demands, old age or short stature could turn out 

beneficial for those demanded by the recruiters. Although having a family appears to have been 

a strong reason to set a person free, it did not necessarily help if a person was considered 

itinerant (as in case of the tattare group questioned in December 1806) or had a criminal 

background.327 

 It should also be noted that being listed in population registers (mantalsbok) was 

not regarded essential when considering who was to be released. It was compulsory for the 

head of the household to let everyone in his household to be registered. Being registered in a 

mantalsbok meant that a person paid a personal tax (mantalspenningar) or his ‘master’ paid it 

on his behalf, if he was not exempted from the tax due to his age, illness or particular occupation 

or status. Hence, being registered came to signify that a person had a residence and ‘legal 

protection’ if he also stayed full-time in the place where he was registered. In several 

interrogations, registration in a mantalsbok is used as a defence against a vagrancy charge. 

However, it is interesting to note that, in several cases, a person could prove that he had a fixed 

abode and/or service relationship although he was not registered in a mantalsbok.328 In these 

cases, the master was often summoned for not having let his hireling be registered. 

The cases in which ‘Gypsies’ were set free were so few (altogether eight) that one 

should be careful in drawing conclusions on their basis. Yet it does appear that the reasons 

behind these decisions resemble the reasons given for acquittals in general: they were based on 

residence and legal protection. The cases concerned three men and five women. Four of these 

women were soldier’s wives and thus their husbands had legal protection. The fifth woman 

stated that she was a resident in Lappträsk parish with the peasant Joh[an] Petas, although she 

had followed another tattare, with whom she was engaged, to the Uleå province.329 Among the 

released men, one was disabled and the other two had served as soldiers in the Adlercreutz 

Regiment. Matths Strandström said in his interrogation that, after enlisting in the regiment, he 

had lived with his wife in Itis, whereas his parents still lived in Jorois. He requested time to 

                                                 
327 See, for instance, Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 30.9.1805, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
328 See, for instance, Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirjat 18.11.1805; 10.4.1806; 23.4.1806 ja 1.5.1806, MMA, 

KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
329 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 5.3.1806, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
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acquire legal protection, since he could not have anticipated that he would lose so soon the 

protection he had acquired in the military. Not all ‘Gypsies’ were discharged from the military 

immediately after the prohibition of 1805 – Carl Appell had received a travelling permit from 

his lieutenant as late as July 1806, over a year after the prohibition had been issued. When 

interrogated, he stated that he lived with his wife and mother in Matts Mäki’s house, in Artsjö 

Storby, and could name his parents, sister and brother-in-law. The governor granted 

Strandström six weeks and Appel four weeks to find legal protection and livelihood.330 

 When looking at the reasoning behind the convictions and the acquittals, it 

becomes apparent that itinerancy played a significant role in the decisions. If a person had a 

fixed abode, did not have a criminal background and was not considered ill-mannered, he was 

likely to be set free. By contrast, if he lacked a place of residence and was considered itinerant, 

the likelihood of acquittal was low. An itinerant person did not need to be criminal or ill-

mannered – mobility was regarded as a source of instability in itself. The significance given to 

mobility can to a certain extent explain the differences in sentences between ‘Gypsies’ and 

‘non-Gypsies’. Those labelled zigenare or tattare were more often than others arrested for a 

reason related to mobility, and they also met harsher sentences because of that. 

On the basis of the interrogation protocols, the persons categorised as zigenare or 

tattare stand out in the wider category of alleged vagrants on certain issues: they were more 

likely to have military background, be arrested with children and for reasons related to 

mobility, be interrogated in groups as well as, after the interrogation, be sentenced to forced 

labour. On the other hand, however, there were several connecting factors between ‘Gypsies’ 

and ‘non-Gypsies’, and we should also note that the interrogation protocols concerning the 

persons categorised as zigenare or tattare do not differ in form or content from those 

concerning other people. According to the protocols, then, more or less the same questions 

were asked of the interrogatees, regardless of their ethnicity. However, in the group 

interrogation of ‘Gypsies’, in 1806, the persons were not questioned individually, but were 

treated as a group that also shared the same fate at the end. 

It does appear clear that people categorised as zigenare or tattare were targeted 

by the vagrancy control more forcefully than the population in general. Seventeen percent of 

the adults interrogated in the provinces under my study, in 1805 and 1806, were categorised as 

‘Gypsies’ while 27 percent of the forced labour or military sentences were given to ‘Gypsies’. 

Naturally, due to the gaps in the interrogation protocols, these numbers should only be regarded 

                                                 
330 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirjat 3.7.1805 ja 30.6.1806, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
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as indicative. As mentioned in chapter 2, in the prisoner registers of the Sveaborg workhouse 

for the years 1805–1806, the proportion of the people categorised as zigenare ranged from 7 to 

9 percent.331 The numbers are nevertheless significant, given the tiny size of the Roma 

population which, according to the estimation of Miika Tervonen, in the late nineteenth 

century, did not make much more than 0,06 percent of the total population.332  

The ban on recruiting ‘Gypsies’, passed in 1805, could offer a partial explanation 

for these numbers, since it left many people identified as zigenare or tattare suddenly without 

legal protection. However, archival references from the late eighteenth century indicate that 

the numbers for 1805–1806 were probably not highly exceptional. Before the Sveaborg 

workhouse was established, ethnic labels were not usually marked in the prisoner registers of 

Sveaborg. Yet the registers of the years 1794–1796 contain references to a number of ‘Gypsy’ 

women and their children who were counted among the prisoners but were unable to work. 

Their proportion among the prisoners ranged from 7 to 15 percent, depending on the month, 

and we should remember that, during this period, the prisoner registers contained those who 

were sentenced to forced labour for vagrancy but also for crimes committed. The label zigenare 

was attached to only one or two men during the years 1795 and 1796. Nevertheless, given the 

number of ‘Gypsy’ women among the prisoners (8–13 depending on the month), it is probable 

that the number of ‘Gypsy’ men among the prisoners was in reality larger than this.333  

Yet how did the authorities know or decide who, in their opinion, was a ‘Gypsy’ 

and who was not? Unfortunately, the protocols provide us with few clues to assess how and on 

what grounds the authorities formed their opinion on the ethnicity of the interrogatees. The 

protocols refer to the existence of rather unambiguous ethnic categories when it comes to 

administrative practices. In the protocols, the ethnicity of the interrogatees was hardly ever 

problematised or described in any way. There were no references to the appearance or to the 

language of the persons interrogated, and, according to the written protocols, no questions 

concerning ethnicity were posed to the interrogatees. The person’s status was commonly just 

stated as a ‘Gypsy’ in the same way as any other status, such as occupation, would have been 

noted (“Zigenaren Johan Mörk who served as a soldier [...]”, “a wandering zigenare who told 

that [...]”). 

                                                 
331 Sveaborgs fästnings fånglistor 1805, 1806, RA, Justitiekanslern -1974, Huvudarkivet 1719–1974, E III cc: 

328, 343. 
332 Tervonen 2010, 48. 
333 Kommendanternas fånglistor, RA, Justitiekanslern -1974, Huvudarkivet 1719–1974, E III cc: 221, 230, 238. 
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In one case, however, the ethnicity of the interrogatee did not appear to be evident 

for the governor. Johan Lindqvist was brought to the governor’s office in the province of 

Nyland och Tavastehus after having been convicted for horse theft. Although Lindqvist stated 

that he served as a load driver in Sääksmäki Jäger Company and thus had legal protection, the 

governor was not entirely sure about the case: “Now as it could not be found out how 

Lindqwist’s statement is founded and since it was also recorded that Lindqvist, according to 

the accounts that had arrived, is of Gypsy kin, a letter will be sent on the matter to the 

commander of the regiment in question [...]”.334 

The ethnicity of Lindqvist is not presented as a given fact in this protocol, but, 

unfortunately, it is not mentioned who had given the accounts on his ethnicity. If Lindqvist 

identified himself as a Roma and still served in the regiment, it would have been wise for him 

not to talk about his ethnicity, since in that case, he would have risked being discharged. The 

reply concerning Lindqvist’s status, given to the governor, stated that he no longer had the 

protection of the regiment. No references to ethnicity were given in the protocol in which this 

was declared and the decision on the case was made.335 

 There is reason to assume that after the ban in 1805 of recruiting zigenare or 

tattare, the ethnicity of the military personnel aroused reflection among the authorities. In a 

letter to Colonel Adlercreutz, in September 1805, the governor of Nyland och Tavastehus 

inquired about two zigenare, Johan Bergqvist and Johan Forss, who were brought to prison in 

Tavastehus due to some horse thefts.336 In his response, Adlercreutz wrote that Bergqvist had 

served in his regiment but had been discharged as a zigenare whereas Johan Forss still served 

in the regiment. Adlercreutz explained that he could not have discharged Forss, who had 

declared being born in Saxen and who, in general, “had been well known and of good 

reputation”. Nevertheless, the colonel promised to discharge Forss if it turned out that he, too, 

was “of Gypsy kin”.337  

The letter of Adlercreutz is intriguing in several ways. Adlercreutz explicitly notes 

that a birth place and a reputation could influence whether or not someone was “of Gypsy kin”. 

It is not at all clear why being born in Saxen would have had any impact on ethnicity. Over the 

course of the eighteenth century, in the Swedish Kingdom, a distinction was drawn between 

                                                 
334 “Nu som det ej kunde utrönas huruwida Lindqwists upgift är grundad och sedan det jemwäl antecknades at 

Lindqvist enligt inlupne berättelser är af Zigenare slägt; så expedierades härom bref till Chefen för berörde 

Regemente”, Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 19.5.1806, HMA, ULka, Kkptk, Ca:2, fol. 42. 
335 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 29.5.1806, HMA, ULka, Kkptk, Ca:2, fol. 42. 
336 Uudenmaan maaherra Adlercreutzille 4.9.1805, HMA, ULka, Kirjekonseptit, Da:71, fol. 621v–622. 
337 “warit wäl känd och frägdad [...] af Ziguenare slägt”, Adlercreutz UH mh:lle 10.9.1805, HMA, ULka, Sk, 

Ea:170, fol. 1613. 
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‘domestic’ and ‘foreign Gypsies’, and the statutes called for much harsher policies as regards 

to ‘foreign Gypsies’ than ‘domestic Gypsies’, born in the kingdom. Why, then, was it 

considered improbable that a man who was born in Saxen could be zigenare? Although there 

are no certain answers to this question, migration may have enabled the changing of identity 

and getting rid of the ‘Gypsy label’ when a person succeeded in acquiring a legal status and a 

place of service in his new domicile. 

The second reference in the letter is clearer: according to Adlercreutz, good 

reputation was apparently difficult to connect with ‘Gypsy ethnicity’. In the late eighteenth and 

early nineteenth centuries, it was fairly common to use the expression “of Gypsy kin” when 

referring to people identified as tattare or zigenare. Although this expression refers to the 

significance of (presumed) kinship in distinguishing who was a ‘Gypsy’, the letter written by 

Adlercreutz clearly indicates that there was more to the concept than mere kinship. In the eyes 

of the authorities, at least, certain qualities were connected with the notion of ‘Gypsy’ and this 

could lead to confusion when the reality did not match the stereotype. 

A month later, the governor of Nyland och Tavastehus replied to Adlercreutz that 

Forss and Bergqvist were “of true Gypsy kin”, and requested that he discharge Forss, who, if 

he was “foreign born”, should be deported from the kingdom to his domicile.338 In the muster 

roll of the Adlercreutz Regiment of the year 1806, it is written that Johan Forss, who served in 

the Hollola Company as soldier number 60, was discharged on the first of November 1805. 

However, there is no reference to his ethnicity in the muster roll – instead, it is written that he 

was discharged due to a theft.339 By contrast, several other soldiers discharged as a consequence 

of the Royal letter were explicitly stated in the muster roll as having been dismissed for being 

‘Gypsies’. 

The cases of Lindqvist and Forss both indicate that, to a certain extent, it may 

have been possible to hide – and, perhaps, even to get rid of – one’s ethnic status. A certain 

flexibility of the ethnic status enabled authorities, too, to use the label in a way which was the 

most convenient for their purposes. Hence, ignoring the label could be possible if a person was 

regarded as useful and his conduct and appearance did not fit with the prevailing ‘Gypsy 

image’. 

                                                 
338 “af wärckelig Zigenare slägt”, “utrikes född”, Uudenmaan maaherra Adlercreutzille 9.10.1805, HMA, ULka, 

Kirjekonseptit, Da:71, fol. 710v. 
339 KrA, Generalmönsterrullor, Adlercreutzka värvade regementet 1806, Hollola kompani, fol. 256 (SVAR).  
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Vagrancy control and the military 

Military occupations were prevalent in the backgrounds of the persons 

interrogated for vagrancy during the years 1805 and 1806. Indeed, 108 persons, 38 % of all the 

men interrogated, stated that they had previously served in the army.340 Army background was 

more common among those categorised as zigenare or tattare than among the others. Whereas 

almost two-thirds of the male ‘Gypsy interrogatees’ had previously served in the army, the 

proportion was around one-third among the ‘non-Gypsies’. There was also a difference 

between the two provinces since, in the Nyland och Tavastehus province, over a half of the 

male interrogatees mentioned a military background, whereas in the Kymmenegård province, 

one-third of the interrogatees stated likewise.  

The connection between the military and vagrancy control in the Swedish 

Kingdom was not entirely unusual if compared with other countries. Although the number of 

demobilised soldiers among ‘vagrants’ generally increased during the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries, only a tenth of the vagabonds who could report work-histories in 

sixteenth- and seventeenth-century England had served as soldiers or mariners.341 A. L. Beier 

and Nicholas Rogers have studied the impressment of vagrants in England, but it is not clear 

whether this practice was common only in wartime.342 However, Fritz Redlich has shown that, 

in a number of German states, after 1675, the authorities increasingly arrested able-bodied men 

who were considered undesirables and directed them to regiments.343 We should also note that 

many references to ‘Gypsies’ serving in the military have been found in France and in German-

speaking regions as well, but, in the German-speaking regions, their role in the military 

decreased gradually in the course of the eighteenth century.344 

In the Swedish Kingdom, the connection between vagrancy control and the 

military was not limited to times of war, but it formed a system which functioned in peacetime 

as well, and soldiers practiced various economic activities in the peacetime civil society. The 

Swedish military consisted of tenure and enlisted regiments. In the allotment system, a number 

of farms formed a file (rote), which equipped a soldier for whom they provided a croft, some 

                                                 
340 The actual proportion of the interrogatees who had military background was probably even larger than this. 

Since the protocols were often brief, the military background may sometimes have been left unrecorded. I have 

found some evidence of this. However, the numbers presented in this chapter are based merely on the 

information provided by the interrogation protocols, since I have not systematically searched for information 

concerning the interrogatees from other sources. 
341 Beier 1985, 93–95; Jütte 1994, 150; Woodbridge 2008, 65–66.  
342 Beier 1985, 161–162; Rogers 1994. 
343 Redlich 1965, 173–174. 
344 Opfermann 2007, 223–236, 379–385; Minken 2009, 280–281. 
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farmland and equipment. In peacetime, the tenure soldiers participated in military drills, but 

most of the year they remained in their crofts, farming, and were thus integrally connected to 

the village life. Although the number of enlisted regiments increased in the latter part of the 

eighteenth century, the tenure regiments still formed the greatest part of the military: 82 

percent, in 1788, and 68 percent, in 1808.345 Among the protocols of 1805 and 1806, there are 

sporadic examples of tenure soldiers being interrogated for vagrancy, but most of the 

interrogatees had served in the enlisted regiments. 

The protocols provide little information as to whether the interrogatees had ended 

up in the regiments voluntarily or following the forced recruitment of vagrants. Moreover, it is 

not always easy to draw a clear distinction between forced and voluntary recruitments.346 

Obviously, the military personnel could pressure people to enlist ‘voluntarily’ by threatening 

them with forced recruitment. For instance, Johan Johansson, who was a son of a tenant farmer 

in Sysmä parish, stated in his interrogation that two lower-ranking military officers had tried 

to force him to enlist. They had threatened him by saying that if he did not agree to enlist, he 

would be sent to the fortress – apparently to forced labour.347 

Thomas Magnusson has argued that although forced recruitment was intended to 

serve as an instrument which would keep the ‘one year -principle’ (obligation for workers to 

serve one year in the same place) alive, it acted, in reality, as a counterforce to this principle. 

As the soldiers’ wages were too low for a livelihood, the enlisted soldiers were forced to take 

additional jobs in the open labour market. Thus they often took short-term jobs, moving from 

one place to another, and, as they were protected by their military status, they did not need to 

fear vagrancy control. The enlisted soldiers were often put on leave for months at a time, and, 

during these times, they were allowed to make a living by, for instance, practicing handicrafts 

or small-scale trades. For journeymen or apprentices, it could even be tempting, at times, to 

leave their masters and to enlist in regiments, since they could thus acquire a more independent 

status to practice their occupations.348 Hence, instead of strengthening the stability of the 

regulated labour market, the threat of forced recruitment and the enlisted regiments increased 

itinerancy in society. According to Magnusson, soldiers acted as commercialisers and 

urbanisers of the peasant society, threatening by their itinerancy to demolish the old labour 

division between countryside and towns.349 

                                                 
345 Screen 2007, 28. 
346 Magnusson 2005, 107–108. 
347 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 21.3.1805, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
348 Magnusson 2005, 255, 293; see also Granqvist 2016, 151.  
349 Magnusson 2005, 108, 153–154, 163–167, 298, 303–304. 
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The great number of former soldiers among the alleged vagrants supports the idea 

that the enlisted regiments served as a counterforce to the regulated labour market. For a person 

lacking a year-long service relationship, the army offered the possibility of attaining legal 

protection and status, which enabled ambulatory or short-term occupations. Nevertheless, this 

secure status appears to have been only temporary, since, after resigning or being discharged 

from the regiments, the former soldiers often became suspected of vagrancy.  

The future did not appear particularly secure as regards to soldiers’ children, 

either. On the basis of the interrogation protocols, the family background of the alleged 

vagrants cannot be thoroughly studied since it is seldom mentioned in the protocols. Although 

the references are few, soldiers’ children appear to have formed a notable group among the 

alleged vagrants. The protocols mention the occupational status of 75 parents (including one 

uncle) of the interrogatees, and these contain 21 soldiers or soldiers’ wives. Another clearly 

distinguishable group among the parents consisted of farmers of various status, including tenant 

farmers and peasants. These references indicate that, from a longer-term perspective, a military 

career could have had a marginalising influence on soldiers’ families. Not only were the 

persons who had previously served in regiments suspected of vagrancy but also soldiers’ 

children. 

The military played an important role in the lives of the interrogatees, regardless 

of their ethnicity. However, it is not irrelevant that a military background was more common 

among the alleged ‘Gypsy’ vagrants than among the ‘non-Gypsies’: it thus seems that the 

protection acquired in the army was particularly essential for the ‘Gypsies’. We should 

remember that, according to the interrogation protocols, the work histories of ‘Gypsies’ were 

less diverse and less connected with agricultural work than the occupational histories of ‘non-

Gypsies’. It is thus possible that ‘Gypsies’ faced more difficulties in acquiring protection from 

peasants than ‘non-Gypsies’ and were consequently more eager to turn towards the military. 

On the other hand, military service may also have connected exceptionally well with their other 

economic activities, since it provided a powerful protection against vagrancy control while 

enabling mobility and thus the practice of ambulatory occupations. Furthermore, the skills that 

many ‘Gypsies’ had with horses were certainly regarded as useful in the military. 

Vagrancy control was, on different levels, tightly connected with military 

institutions. This is particularly apparent with regard to the policies in the Kymmenegård 

province, where the military personnel was keen to identify vagrants. One-third of the 

interrogatees of this province – 39 percent of the males – were questioned, since army recruiters 

demanded they be recruited on the grounds of vagrancy. As stated earlier, only one recruitment 
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case like this took place in the Nyland och Tavastehus province. It is very interesting that, at 

the end, only six of these 88 men were sentenced to serve in the military.350 Most of the 

interrogatees were found to have legal protection, although the recruiter sought to prove the 

opposite, asserting, for instance, that they did not stay at their place of service, that they worked, 

in reality, for a daily pay, or that they practiced handicrafts without permission to do so.351 

Thomas Magnusson has shown that, during the eighteenth century, local inhabitants often 

protected persons who were threatened by forced recruitment, although they did not necessarily 

have a year-long service relationship.352 

In cases of recruitment demands, the military personnel directly influenced the 

enforcement of vagrancy control. Nevertheless, vagrancy control was affected by the military 

in a broader sense, too, since military needs determined the exploitation of the workforce of 

convicted vagrants. During the years 1805 and 1806, the workhouse sentence was clearly a 

more common outcome for vagrancy than forced recruitment.353 As regards the men, the 

workhouse sentence practically meant work at a fortress – serving, hence, military society. 

Most of the convicted vagrants were sent to work at the Sveaborg fortress, where many 

regiments were also located and soldiers were used for construction works.  

Naturally, the influence of the military was greater as for men than for women, 

although many women were also connected to the military through their husbands, fathers or 

their own work at fortresses. It appears from the sources that women were considered as having 

legal protection if their husbands served in the military. This was clearly stated in the 

interrogation of Johan Johansson Örn and his wife Maria Henricsdotter. Örn had served in the 

Adlercreutz Regiment but had recently been discharged due to a theft that he had committed 

with his wife. Both were condemned to forced labour in order to pay by their work what they 

had stolen. After this, Örn was to be sent to the Sveaborg workhouse, but his wife was to be 

released and allowed one month to acquire legal protection which “she had not known to 

                                                 
350 The high proportion (38 %) of acquittals in the interrogations is to some extent explained by the great 

number of cases where army recruiters demanded the accused for military service but which ended with 

acquittal. Were these ‘recruitees’ not counted, 24 % of the rest of the interrogatees were set free after the 

interrogation. 
351 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirjat 29.7.1805; 26.8.1805 ja 26.11.1805, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
352 In the Skaraborg province of Sweden, during the eighteenth century, most of those whom the officers had 

demanded for military service were also set free. Magnusson 2005, 164–165. 
353 During these years, eleven interrogatees were recruited, whereas over a hundred were sent to do forced 

labour. 
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acquire before, during the time that the Husband had had the protection of the military 

service”.354 

It appears, however, that the status of soldiers’ wives was not entirely clear, and, 

at times, their travelling aroused confusion among the authorities. This is well illustrated in the 

case of Lena Forss, Rebecca Charlotta and Anna Jacobsdotter – three “Tatterska”, who were 

arrested as alleged vagrants and interrogated in the Kymmenegård province. Lena and Rebecca 

stated that they were soldiers’ wives, whereas Anna was a widow of a load driver. Lena’s 

husband had been furloughed to Mörskom parish, and Lena had thought that she had a right to 

follow him. Rebecca, too, had followed her husband to Mörskom parish since he had received 

orders to recruit there, whereas Anna Jacobsdotter had gone to inquire after the remains of her 

husband. After the interrogation, the governor released the women, saying that Anna should 

stay in her place of residence and the other two in the regions where their husbands were on 

furlough.355 

How to deal with vagrancy control? Strategies of the targeted 

It is essential to understand that although vagrancy control was a repressive policy 

imposed by authorities upon individuals, the people who were targeted by vagrancy policies 

had multiple strategies that they applied in order to deal with administrative practices. The 

military offers a clear example of this kind of duality. On the one hand, the forced recruitment 

of vagrants appears as a repressive measure imposed by authorities in order to criminalise 

vagrancy and mobility. On the other hand, enlisting in the military can be regarded as a survival 

strategy among people who faced problems in finding stable employment relations and thus 

felt threatened by vagrancy control. For them, joining the regiments could appear as a way to 

acquire protection against being labelled as vagrants, concurrently enabling the practice of 

ambulatory and seasonal occupations. 

 Besides enlisting in the military, ‘legal protection’ could also be acquired 

through other occupations and service relationships. These possibilities and the way they 

connected with the economic activities of the Roma will be discussed in the following chapter. 

It should be emphasised already at this point, however, that personal relationships between 

                                                 
354 “[...] hon icke vetat förr förskaffa sig, under den tid Mannen haft försvar af krigstjänsten.” Lääninkanslian 

kuulustelupöytäkirja 27.9.1805, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
355 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 21.3.1805, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
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people in search of protection and those in the position of granting it to a great extent influenced 

the enforcement of, and the ways to cope with, vagrancy control at the grass-roots level.  

In many vagrancy interrogations of the years 1805 and 1806, recruiters insisted 

that a person should be declared vagrant since his service relationship was not ‘real’ but his 

‘master’ merely protected him. Indeed, Panu Pulma has shown that, in the eighteenth century, 

peasants commonly protected dependent labourers (inhysingar) – people who did not have a 

service relationship but earned their livelihood by seasonal and other available work. The 

relationship between peasants and dependent labourers was especially smooth in regions in 

which slash-burning was common and the demand for labour force thus greater.356 Hence, the 

willingness of peasants and other employers to grant protection to those in need of it played a 

key role in the process in which distinctions were drawn between those more likely to be 

considered vagrants and others.357 

The status of an individual within the community and his/her relationships with 

the local inhabitants to a great extent determined whether or not (s)he became suspected and 

convicted of vagrancy. For instance, some protocols explicitly stated that parish inhabitants 

testified in the interrogation that an interrogatee had told the truth about his occupational status 

and family situation.358 Obviously, this applied the other way round, too, since vagrancy control 

provided a handy tool to get rid of persons who were considered troublesome in local 

communities.359 Hence, vagrancy control was not only about authorities chasing those 

suspected of vagrancy – it was a broader system of social control in which local communities 

were, in one way or another, involved.  

 As mobility was controlled with the passport system, an unknown person 

travelling without a travel permit often aroused suspicion and could be arrested. Yet acquiring 

                                                 
356 Pulma 1985, 50–52. 
357 Although the interrogation protocols do not allow us to assess whether some groups or individuals were more 

active in granting protection to landless people than others, this is highly probable. Gustafva Toll, widow of 

Second Lieutenant Colliander, may have been an example of an individual who was prone to this kind of 

behaviour. In the autumn of 1805, tattare Fredr[ic] Ek was arrested for “roaming the country”, and he explained 

in his interrogation that Gustafva Toll had taken him as a fisherman but had allowed him to stay for six weeks at 

his relatives, in the parishes of Sysmä and Gustav Adolf. The certificate that Ek showed on the agreement was 

considered suspicious by the interrogators. Nevertheless, referring to Gustafva Toll in his interrogation indicates 

that Ek considered this to be a believable and realistic story, regardless whether this was true or not. Moreover, 

Elias Pettersson, whom an army recruiter had demanded for military service based on vagrancy, told that 

Gustafva Toll had taken him as her tenant farmer in winter 1805. The certificate that Elias showed did not raise 

suspicions, and Toll was ordered to be summoned for the reason that she had not allowed Elias be registered. 

Fredric Ek: Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 9.9.1805, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4; Elias Pettersson: 

Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 10.4.1806, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
358 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 15.1.1805, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
359 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirjat 18.8.1806 ja 27.8.1806, HMA, ULka, Kkptk, Ca:2, fol. 46– ja fol. 47v–

; Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 21.3.1805, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
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travel permits was not unproblematic for people lacking ‘legal protection’. Not surprisingly, 

this situation gave rise to the forging of passports and the trade of various certificates of 

identification – the interrogation protocols contain references to false passports360, ‘vicar’s 

certificates’361 (prästbevis) as well as furlough notes362 (permission sedel). 

People acquired false certificates in order to secure their travelling or staying in a 

specific region, and, as such, this practice can also be regarded as a strategy to cope with 

vagrancy control and restrictions on movement. Apparently, interrogatees often sought to 

protect the people who had sold or forged certificates and provided creative stories on the ways 

in which the certificates had ended up in their hands. An artillerist, Carl Gustaf Holm, said that 

he had found his certificates on the road between Borgå and Helsingfors but later admitted that 

a former county bailiff called Maléen had given them to him.363 Another interrogatee, too, 

explained that he had found a ‘vicar’s certificate’ in a scarf on a roadway.364 By contrast, Johan 

Johanson Löfman named the son of a peasant who had given him a ‘vicar’s certificate’ but, 

when interrogated for the second time, changed his story and said that a peasant from Hollola 

parish, whose name he did not remember, had written it for him for free. He explained that he 

had acquired the certificate in order to find work. He was skilled at masonry and had gone close 

to the Russian border to search for work opportunities.365 

 It is impossible to assess the extent to which certificates were sold or forged, 

but the phenomenon does not appear to have been exceptional. For instance, Michel Aho said 

that he had bought himself a furlough note with two riksdaler from an unknown man who had 

possessed many furlough notes.366 It is also possible that Carl Gustaf Holm had told the truth 

when saying that a former county bailiff had provided him with the certificates – authorities 

surely were experts on writing certificates that seemed genuine.367   

Not only forged certificates but also genuine ones were sold or handed out for 

further use.368 This was enabled by the challenges that authorities faced in identifying people. 

Johan Adamsson had gone to Kangasniemi to search for employment and had stayed there for 

                                                 
360 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirjat 31.5.1805 ja 12.8.1806, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
361 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 15.8.1805, HMA, ULka, Kkptk, Ca:2, fol. 22; Lääninkanslian 

kuulustelupöytäkirjan konsepti 8.9.1806, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
362 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 12.8.1806, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
363 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirjat 12.8.1806 ja 10.10.1806, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
364 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 6.11.1806, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
365 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirjan konsepti 8.9.1806 ja kuulustelupöytäkirja 22.10.1806, MMA, KLka, 

Kkptk, vol. 4. 
366 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 12.8.1806, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
367 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirjat 12.8.1806 ja 10.10.1806, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4; Majuri 

Gribenberg Kk mh:lle 9.8.1806, MMA, KLka, Sk, vol. 504, nro 63. 
368 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 31.5.1805, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 



105 

 

eight weeks with a peasant named Eric Pynnöin. When arriving at the parish, he had first stated 

to the county bailiff that his name was Olof Matilain, since he had an enlistment certificate, 

showing that Matilain had enlisted in a jaeger regiment, which he could use to secure his 

status.369 

The case of Johan Lindholm provides a further example of the issues around 

identification. Lindholm was interrogated in the Kymmenegård province, where he stated that 

he was in reality a Russian peasant, André Ivanovitsch, who had escaped to the Swedish side 

fearing that he would be taken as a soldier in Russia. He had met in Kajana castle an old, ill- 

dressed man who had asked who he was and said that he would need a certificate. The man had 

offered to arrange for him a certificate for a fee, threatening that otherwise he would be arrested. 

‘Lindholm’ had given the man two rubles for the certificate.370 As Kajana belonged to the Uleå 

province, ‘Lindholm’ was sent there after his interrogation, but he was soon returned with a 

message stating that he had never been to the province. It is difficult to know what this 

statement was based on – certainly the authorities of the Uleå province could not have known 

every single traveller who had visited the province. Probably they just did not want to take 

responsibility for an unknown traveller. After being returned to the Kymmenegård province, 

‘Lindholm’ still insisted that he was Russian.371 

How were the authorities able to discover the real identity of ‘Lindholm’ – or of 

other interrogatees, for that matter? Valentin Groebner has described the dilemma of the early 

modern authorities by saying that they “were never entirely able to close up the threatening gap 

between appearance and description, between person and paper.”372 Travelling enabled a 

person to appear as someone else and, in early nineteenth-century Finland, this dilemma was 

still far from being solved. 

Yet the authorities made efforts to discover the truth. In unclear cases, they 

corresponded with each other in order to establish the true identities of the interrogatees. They 

were able to check the details from parish records as well as the stories of the interrogatees 

regarding their employment histories and possible military connections. But if there was no-

one present who was able to recognise the interrogatee, the possibility remained that he was 

                                                 
369 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 5.10.1805, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
370 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirjan konsepti 29.9.1806, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
371 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirjan konsepti 24.11.1806, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. Jacob Jacobss[on] 

Sköld had an opposite experience to that of Lindholm/Ivanovitsch. He was interrogated in the Kymmenegård 

province, in February 1806, after being sent there from Russia as a Swedish deserter. According to Sköld, 

however, he had been sent to Russia previous spring as an alleged Russian. Sköld insisted that he was a Swedish 

tenure soldier in Gamla Karleby parish where his wife and son also lived. Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 

15.2.1806, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
372 Groebner 2001, 21. 
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not the person he was claiming to be. Identification was especially haphazard when the 

interrogatee had travelled widely and did not provide information on his work history, as in the 

case of Lindholm/Ivanovitsch. 

Moreover, identification was further complicated by the fact that people could 

change names and adopt different names in different circumstances. Although this practice is 

well known with regard to the Roma, it was not exclusive to them. The changing of names was 

connected to military service, since, when enlisting in a regiment, soldiers were often given 

‘soldier names’.373 The uncertainty of authorities about the names and identities of the 

interrogatees is well illustrated by the common expression used when referring to the names in 

the protocols: instead of simply stating the name or using the expression “a man called...”, it 

was often written “a man who called himself...”.374 

Yet another reaction to vagrancy control was migration to regions where 

surveillance was less rigorous. This could mean moving further away from administrative 

centres closer to peripheries, and, particularly in eastern Finland, the vicinity of the Russian 

border brought possibilities for cross-border mobility. The protocols of the Kymmenegård 

province contain 30 references to cross-border mobility from the Swedish side to the Russian 

side and a further 18 references to mobility from Russia to Sweden. They include six cases in 

which a person had first moved from Sweden to Russia and later returned or temporarily 

travelled to the Swedish side.375 Hence, altogether 41 adults and one 10-year-old boy of the 

interrogatees had crossed the border, which amounts to 16 percent of the adults interrogated in 

the Kymmenegård province. 

Although this material contains fewer cases of cross-border mobility from Russia 

to Sweden than vice versa, this does not necessarily refer to a corresponding situation in the 

actual mobility. Indeed, the correspondence of the governor of the Kymmenegård province 

                                                 
373 Soldier names were given to soldiers in order to distinguish men with the same Christian name and 

patronymic from each other. Most soldiers’ names were Swedish. Surnames were very rare in the western 

Finnish countryside, where, apart from the members of the upper class and some craftsmen, people only used 

their Christian name and patronymic. In eastern Finland, many peasants had surnames. However, there too, 

surnames could be changed and two or three surnames could be used side by side. Moreover, there were several 

large families in Savolax and, as tenant soldiers were often recruited from a few close-by parishes, many people 

with the same name ended up in the same company. Screen 2007, 58–59; Screen 2010, 138–140; Mikkonen 

1986. 
374 “man som heter...”; “en man som kallat sig...” 
375 Among the cases in which a person had returned to Swedish Finland, two cases concerned people who had 

only temporarily visited Russian Finland: one of them had been granted permission for the trip and the other had 

escaped from a judicial hearing. In the other two cases, the interrogatees had stayed for a longer period on the 

Russian side. The further two cases concerned people who had stayed for years on the Russian side and got 

arrested while on a temporary trip to the Swedish side. Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirjat 8.1.1806; 

21.1.1806; 15.10.1806; 6.11.1806 ja 30.1.1806, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
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conveys a very different picture of the cross-border mobility than the interrogation protocols. 

The letters delivered to the governor during the years 1805 and 1806 contain references to 81 

persons who either had crossed or were suspected of having crossed the border: 20 of them had 

moved from Sweden to Russia and 66 from Russia to Sweden.376 Hence, it is obvious that not 

all the border-crossers were interrogated by the governor, or, at least, that the protocols 

concerning their interrogation were not always preserved. Interrogation protocols cannot 

therefore provide quantitative information about border-crossing between Sweden and Russia. 

However, this does not decrease the qualitative value of the examples that the protocols 

contain.377 

 What were the reasons for the cross-border movement? A part of the mobility 

was explained by short-term visits to the other side of the border for personal connections. For 

instance, Johan Löfström had travelled to Viborg and Säkkijärvi in order to visit his son and 

daughter, who lived on the Russian side. He was arrested on his return journey to the Swedish 

side as an ‘unknown man’ but was released after the interrogation.378 Eric Henricsson also had 

relatives living in Valkeala, near the border on the Russian side, and he was arrested while 

visiting them.379 

 Often, mobility was related to work. Nils Lindström, a former reservist, had 

followed a councillor to Saint Petersburg, where he had become a porter.380 And[ers] Lundberg, 

a carriage-builder journeyman who had previously worked in Tavastehus, had requested a 

passport to Russia, as he was unable to find work in Tavastehus. After being refused a passport, 

he had decided to travel without it, and had, later on, managed to acquire a false passport.381 

Johan Johansson, a son of a tenant farmer, stated that he had not had employment since the 

previous St Michel’s day. He had therefore travelled in order to find a servant position and had 

                                                 
376 Only 46 of these 81 persons were named in the correspondence. When we compare their names to the 

information given in interrogation protocols, it appears that around nine of them ended up in the governor’s 

interrogation. 
377 Unfortunately, the examined material does not cast light on possible differences in surveillance between 

Swedish and Russian Finland. The correspondence shows that both Swedish and Russian authorities inquired 

about their deserters from authorities on the other side of the border. Whereas, in the Kymmenegård province, at 

times, people could be arrested and interrogated in spite of having passports, the material does not shed much 

light on the processes that took place on the Russian side. Normally the protocols merely mention that an 

interrogatee had been sent to the province from the Russian side, without reference to the particular authorities 

that had arrested or sent him/her or to the reasons for arrest. In some cases, additional information was provided, 

but these cases are too few to enable any generalisations. For references to people arrested despite having 

passports, see, for instance, Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 30.1.1806, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
378 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 8.1.1806, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
379 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 2.4.1806, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
380 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 22.1.1806, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
381 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 31.5.1805, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
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intended to travel across the border to the Russian side.382 Johan Ericsson Lönqvist had not 

only thought about leaving the country, but, indeed, had crossed the border around St Michel’s 

day.383 The timing indicates that Lönqvist had not found a place of service on the Swedish side, 

since, in the Swedish Kingdom, St Michel’s day was the time for hiring servants for the 

following year.384 

 The fear of recruitment was a motive for cross-border mobility on both sides of 

the border. In Swedish Finland, 35-year-old And[ers] Johansson, a son of a peasant, stated that 

he had left the region since an army recruiter had demanded he be recruited based on vagrancy. 

He had no place of service but had earned his income by doing diverse work while travelling. 

Finally, he was arrested on the Russian side and sent back to the Kymmenegård province, 

where he ended up in the military.385 A shoemaker journeyman, Anders Hagelin, said that he 

had escaped to the Swedish side for fear of being recruited in Russia and, as we remember, 

André Ivanovitsch/Johan Lindholm provided a similar story concerning his background.386 

Indeed, some other sources from an earlier period indicate that deserting from 

Russia in order to avoid military service was not uncommon. In 1791, the governor of the 

Kymmenegård province inquired of the king how he should deal with the people who had 

deserted from the Russian army and searched for a place of service on the Swedish side. 

According to the governor, the Swedish regiments were not keen on recruiting them, since 

many of those who had been enlisted had deserted and induced others to commit the same 

crime. The governor wrote that he had not returned the deserters who had begged for 

permission to stay in the country in order to avoid the severe charges for deserting. Yet he 

pondered that allowing their stay could be politically problematic. According to him, one or 

more people entered the kingdom from the Russian side every day, yet he predicted that their 

number would increase after the waterways would freeze over.387 A year later, the matter was 

discussed in the town hall of Lovisa, where it was claimed that several hundred Russian people 

                                                 
382 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 1.12.1806, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
383 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 26.11.1805, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
384 The Law of the Swedish Realm, given in 1734, decreed that servants could be hired during the period 

ranging from St Laurentius day, on the 10th of August, to St Michel’s day, on the 29th of September. Wilmi 

1991, 154–155.  
385 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 5.3.1806, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
386 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirjat 29.9.1806 ja 1.12.1806, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
387 Kymenkartanon maaherra KM:lle 28.10.1791, RA, Landshövdingarnas skrivelser till Kungl. Maj:t, 

Kymmenegårds län, vol. 15 (KA, Mf FR 34). In December 1802, the governor of the Nyland och Tavastehus 

province sent to the king a list of Russian deserters who had been arrested in the province since the beginning of 

the year 1800. The list contained the names of 66 men, two women, and three children. The governor also 

reported that, during these years, no Swedish people who had deserted to the Russian side had returned to his 

province. Uudenmaan maaherra KM:lle 16.12.1802, RA, Landshövdingarnas skrivelser till Kungl. Maj:t, 

Nylands och Tavastehus län, vol. 38 (KA, Mf FR 27). 



109 

 

had settled down in the country. According to the allegations, they were prone to stealing, and 

they could not be recruited into the military since they tended to desert, nor could they be used 

in farming since they were not familiar with it.388 

It is thus clear that the border offered possibilities for those who feared 

punishment389, military recruitment or charges of vagrancy and/or yearned for better, and 

perhaps less-controlled, occupational possibilities. While diverse motives could lead to cross-

border movement and border-crossers formed a heterogeneous group, comprising people of 

various statuses, we should note that several of them had faced difficulties in finding work and 

livelihood on the Swedish side. They included a 10-year-old boy who had left his home because 

his parents were poor, and, according to the protocol, had ended up begging on the Russian 

side,390 a son of a tenant farmer who had travelled begging391 and a 62-year-old former soldier 

who had “wandered around” after being discharged from his regiment in the same year.392 

Moreover, they included a couple who were categorised in the protocol as tattare.393  

References to people who crossed the border while lacking a place of service or 

residence on the Swedish side indicate that, among people who were vulnerable to vagrancy 

control, border-crossing was considered one survival strategy among others. It is probable that 

avoiding Swedish vagrancy control and striving for better work opportunities were often 

combined reasons that led to border-crossing. We should also note that crossing the border was 

not necessarily regarded as a definitive choice between two possibilities and administrative 

systems, as living in the border region could enable recurrent border-crossing. Hence, crossing 

the border could be a temporary solution to a situation in which, for whatever reasons, a person 

felt the need to avoid authorities.394  

What happened after the border-crossing? Were the ones who crossed the border 

better off on the Russian side? Unfortunately, this source material can provide only limited 

answers to these questions. Nevertheless, even though the people who left Swedish Finland for 

Russia and stayed there without being caught are not present in this material, it appears that the 

                                                 
388 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 25.–26.10.1792, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 3. 
389 For instance, a tenure soldier, Matths Sticht, had been threatened with a whipping punishment due to his 

drinking, and, in order to avoid the punishment, he escaped and was caught at the border. Lääninkanslian 

kuulustelupöytäkirja 23.9.1805, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4; see also Lääninkanslian kuulusteluptk 21.1.1806. 

MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
390 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 12.11.1805, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
391 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 6.11.1806, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
392 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 22.10.1806, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
393 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 28.10.1805, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
394 On the advantages of living in border regions, see Tervonen 2010, 95. 
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persons who crossed the border to the Russian side were not eager to return. Only four395 of 

the interrogatees had returned to the Swedish side on their own, while most of the people ended 

up in the interrogations after being arrested on the Russian side and sent back. Some of them 

had been caught soon after crossing the border, but the protocols also contain references to 

persons who had spent years on the Russian side before being sent back.396  

It should also be noted that some people originating from the Russian side settled 

down to live and work on the Swedish side.397 However, whereas stories concerning difficulties 

in finding a place of service or means of subsistence were not uncommon among the border-

crossing cases from Sweden to Russia, they were absent among the cases of the opposite 

direction. 

All in all, the border-crossing cases from Russia to Sweden, found in the 

interrogation protocols, are so few that discerning common reasons for cross-border movement 

on the grounds of them is not possible. The picture becomes a little bit more thorough when 

we complement this material with the cases found in the correspondence of the governor of the 

Kymmenegård province. However, although these cases are more numerous, their 

informational content is also limited: we are not always given information on the background 

of the persons. Indeed, in more than one quarter of these cases, it is merely stated that the 

deserters were returned to Russia. Almost one-third of the border-crossers originated from 

Livland or the Reval Governorate.  

However, both the interrogation protocols and the letters sent to the governor of 

the Kymmenegård province from different authorities indicate that the military often played a 

role in border-crossing cases from Russian Finland to Swedish Finland. As noted above, two 

interrogatees stated that they had crossed the border fearing recruitment on the Russian side.398 

Furthermore, four interrogatees said that they had served in the military in Russia.399 

Interestingly, one of them ended up in an enlisted regiment also on the Swedish side, and yet 

another interrogatee reported that he had enlisted, in Swedish Finland, after having lived there 

                                                 
395 One of them had deliberately made a short trip to the Russian side to meet his relatives and had received a 

certificate for this purpose from a priest. Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 8.1.1806, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, 

vol. 4. 
396 See, for instance, Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirjat 4.3.1805; 18.3.1805; 28.6.1805 ja 12.11.1805, MMA, 

KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
397 See, for intance, Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 30.9.1805, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
398 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirjat 29.9.1806 ja 1.12.1806, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
399 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirjat 5.8.1805; 8.7.1806; 15.7.1806 ja 27.10.1806, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 

4. The story provided by the wife of one of these interrogatees, Gustaf Matthsson, contradicted strongly Gustaf’s 

own story. According to his wife, Gustaf had served in the military on the Swedish side, not on the Russian side. 

Hence, the truthfulness of at least one of these cases remains questionable. For this case, see Lääninkanslian 

kuulustelupöytäkirjat 5.8.1805 ja 6.8.1805, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
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for 16 years and having had several service relationships.400 The correspondence of the county 

governor contains references to 10 more people with military connection who had crossed the 

border from Russia to Sweden. Three of them had left Russia after they themselves or a relative 

had been chosen as recruits.401 However, the influence of the military on cross-border 

movement was not unambiguous, since seven border-crossers ended up serving as soldiers on 

the Swedish side after having deserted from Russia.402  

People could resort to border-crossing while seeking to escape strict surveillance 

and/or yearning for better or more flexible occupational possibilities. But what kind of work 

opportunities were available for the Roma on the Swedish side? How did these opportunities 

and their livelihood patterns influence their social position and the way in which distinctions 

were drawn within the lower strata of society? In the following chapter, we will turn our 

attention to these questions and explore the connection between economic activities and the 

development of ethnic differentiation. 

 

******************** 

 

Despite efforts to hold the categories zigenare, tattare and vagrant as distinct in 

the legislation, we have seen that these categories overlapped with ill-defined boundaries. The 

interrogation protocols of the alleged vagrants, although often limited in their content, offer a 

unique opportunity to analyse the relation between these categories in the context of grass-

roots vagrancy control operations. Indeed, on the grounds of this material, we can discern some 

features which distinguish the people categorised as zigenare/tattare (‘Gypsies’) from other 

alleged vagrants (‘non-Gypsies’). As compared to ‘non-Gypsies’, ‘Gypsies’ were more likely 

to have a background connected with the military. Furthermore, they included a significantly 

greater proportion of women and were more often questioned with children and in groups. They 

were more likely to be interrogated for reasons related to mobility, and, after the interrogation, 

to be sentenced to forced labour. Finally, whereas many ‘non-Gypsies’ ended up in 

                                                 
400 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 12.10.1806, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
401 Suomen siviilikuvernööri (venäläinen kirjeenvaihto) Kymenkartanon läänin maaherralle (Kk mh:lle) 

16.12.1805 ja 24.10.1806, MMA, KLka, Sk, vol. 503, nro 1 ja 14. 
402 Adlercreutz Kk mh:lle 19.2.1805, 17.10.1805 ja 10.1.1806, MMA, KLka, Sk, vol. 497, nro 8 ja 57, vol. 504, 

nro 2; Viipurin kuvernementinhallituksesta Kk mh:lle 18.4.1805 ja 28.11.1806, MMA, KLka, Sk, vol. 496, nro 

5, vol. 503, nro 18; Hollolan ylisestä kihlakunnasta Kk mh:lle 10.12.1805 ja 15.4.1806, MMA, KLka, Sk, vol. 

499, nro 339 ja vol. 506, nro 89; Uudenmaan prikaatista Kk mh:lle 10.3.1805, 27.1.1806, 21.2.1806 ja 

24.5.1806, MMA, KLka, Sk, vol. 496, nro 9, vol. 503, nro 5, 13 ja 26; Kymen kihlakunnasta Kk mh:lle 

12.6.1805, MMA, KLka, Sk, vol. 498, nro 120. 
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interrogation as a result of recruitment demands, these cases were absent among the ‘Gypsies’, 

due to the prohibition on recruiting them, enacted in 1805. 

This being said, the distinction between the alleged ‘Gypsy’ and ‘non-Gypsy’ 

vagrants was far from obvious. Although certain factors were more common among the alleged 

‘Gypsy’ vagrants than the ‘non-Gypsies’, none of them occurred solely among the ‘Gypsies’. 

We have seen that many ‘non-Gypsies’ were arrested for a mobility-related reason and not all 

of them travelled alone, while both categories played with different names and identities.  

Moreover, the military played a strong role in the lives of the people targeted by 

vagrancy policies, regardless of their ethnicity, although this connection appears to have been 

particularly powerful in the case of ‘Gypsies’. In the Swedish Kingdom, the military had a 

profound influence on vagrancy control. Military needs, to a large extent, determined the 

exploitation of the workforce of convicted vagrants, either in regiments or in construction 

works. Moreover, military personnel concretely acted for the enforcement of vagrancy control 

by demanding that people be recruited based on vagrancy. The military had a dual impact on 

the lives of the people targeted by vagrancy policies: on the one hand, it imposed a risk of 

forced recruitment, but, on the other, it offered the possibility of attaining legal protection and 

a secure status, enabling the practice of itinerant or temporary occupations.  

Although the profiles of ‘Gypsy’ interrogatees do not differ radically from those 

of ‘non-Gypsy’ interrogatees, the ethnicity of the interrogatees was seldom problematised in 

the interrogation protocols. Instead, it was referred to as an evident fact. Nevertheless, some 

rare cases indicate that it could be possible to hide or even divest oneself of one’s ethnic status. 

It is particularly intriguing that ethnicity was never explicitly defined in any of the 

administrative sources. On the one hand, this may indicate that ethnicity was regarded as 

something entirely fixed and stable. Yet on the other hand, this ambiguity may have brought 

some flexibility to administratative practices: because of its ill-defined and fuzzy contours, the 

label ‘Gypsy’ could be used by parties on both sides of the vagrancy-control divide – by the 

interrogators in particular but to some extent also by the accused – in a way which was the 

most appropriate for the purposes of the given situation. 
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4. Occupational spheres and the formation of ethnic and social 

identities 

The previous chapters have studied the relationship between ‘ethnic’ and ‘social’ 

in the context of vagrancy policies and demonstrated the close association, although not 

equivalence, between the labels ‘vagrant’ and ‘Gypsy’. This chapter delves into the relationship 

between social and ethnic in the context of occupational spheres by exploring how the different 

economic activities influenced the construction of the categories zigenare and tattare. How and 

to what extent did their sources of livelihood become significant factors in defining a 

zigenare/tattare? 

In order to analyse this question, it is necessary to explore carefully the economic 

activities of the Roma during the research period and the influence of these activities on their 

subsistence as well as on their legal and social status. The chapter studies the possible reasons 

or motives for taking up different occupations and explores the ways in which the Roma 

combined ‘official’ and ‘unofficial’ economic activities. Furthermore, it analyses the 

integrating and marginalising effects of the occupations practiced by the Roma: how and to 

what extent did the different occupational activities and statuses act in integrating the Roma 

into the surrounding society and to what extent did they have the opposite effect? In this 

chapter, different occupational spheres are studied separately in order to analyse better the 

central questions within each specific sphere. Nevertheless, it should be noted that, in the lives 

of the Roma, these spheres were seldom clearly separated from one another – instead, it was 

very common for one person to act simultaneously in different spheres.  

The chapter demonstrates that many economic activities practiced by the Roma 

contributed to solidifying the understanding of who the zigenare/tattare were. Although the 

connection between occupation and ethnicity was not definitive as none of the economic 

activities was practiced solely by the Roma, these activities nevertheless strengthened the 

notion of ‘Gypsy’, which was closely connected to itinerancy and low social status. Yet they 

also tied Roma to local communities, forming an interdependence between the Roma and the 

local populations, which were deeply dependent on people who could perform itinerant 

activities. 
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Roma in the rank and file 

The previous chapter demonstrated the significant role of military occupations in 

the backgrounds of both ‘Gypsy’ and ‘non-Gypsy’ suspected vagrants. It is no exaggeration to 

say that, in the eighteenth century, military occupations held central importance for the Roma. 

The military connection does not appear merely in the sources concerning vagrancy: it is rare 

to have a source dealing with the Roma in the eighteenth century that does not in any way refer 

to an army connection. 

Obtaining any quantitative information on the frequency of military service 

among the Roma is extremely difficult, since the ethnicity of the personnel is not systematically 

registered in regimental records. Moreover, systematic research on military archives would not 

be work-economically feasible, as the amount of material is so vast. Therefore, at least within 

the framework of this study, it is impossible to reconstruct a reliable picture of the number of 

Roma in different regiments at different times. One can, however, draw a general picture of 

their involvement in the army by combining information from various source materials. I have 

located most of the references to the military career of the Roma in civilian archives. 

The practice of recruiting Roma to the military began during the fierce expansion 

period of the Swedish Kingdom in the seventeenth century. As there was a constant need for 

people in the military, Roma, as well as vagrants in general, began to be considered a resource 

suitable for military needs. The military acquired men, for instance, by recruiting war prisoners 

and hiring mercenaries, forming therefore international troops. Some groups were even 

guaranteed the right to practice their own religion, except Muslims and Jews who were to be 

converted to Christianity.403 

Sources on the Roma, albeit scarce, demonstrate the connection between the 

Roma and the military during the seventeenth century. For instance, in the latter years of the 

seventeenth century, a “Zigener corporal” Ander Larsson wrote an appeal to the king on behalf 

of his “Gypsy comrades”. According to him, in 1676, Count Axel Julius De la Gardie had 

ordered them to the dragoon squadron of Gerhard Schantzenstierna. They had followed the 

order, and, during peacetime, all the able-bodied had participated in the construction works of 

Nyenschantz (Nevanlinna), the fortress at the mouth of the river Neva on the site of the present 

day St. Petersburg.404 In February 1676, when Count De la Gardie mustered the dragoon 

                                                 
403 Pulma 2006, 23–24, 27. 
404 Anders Larsson KM:lle, RA, Acta miscellanea (Palmskiölds samling), vol. 4; Etzler 1944, 140; Jokipii 1956, 

231. 
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squadron, it included 15 ‘Gypsies’, who all belonged to the company of Schantzenstierna and 

had ordinary Swedish names, yet Anders Larsson was not among them.405 Moreover, the 

‘Gypsy’ group of seven persons that was accused in court of the violent requisition of 

provisions (pakkokestitys) at Oluff Christersson’s, in 1680, most probably had a military 

connection, since one of the four passport copies they showed on this occasion had been granted 

to them by Lieutenant Colonel Gerhard Schantzenstierna.406 

Over the course of the eighteenth century, recruiting Roma to the military appears 

to have become more and more common, although part of this perceptible growth may be 

explained by the considerable increase in available source material. Yet the alleviating of 

Roma-related policies during the eighteenth century may also have increased their presence in 

the military. Therefore, when the Åbo Court of Appeal wrote to the provincial governors 

concerning the travelling of zigenare, in 1752, it noted that many of them served in 

regiments.407 

The Swedish military consisted of tenure and enlisted troops. Some Roma served 

in tenure regiments, living thus most of the year firmly connected to their village communities. 

For instance, during the early phases of the Russo–Swedish war of 1741–1743, “Sigeun” 

Ludvig Matson was taken as a reservist to the Valkiamäki file (rote) in Leppävirta parish. In 

1749, he still served in the same file and lived in the same parish. He had been sent to Karelia 

with the rest of the personnel and had proven there so skilled that no reason had occurred for 

his discharge from the regiment. By reputation, he was regarded equal to other men of the 

locality.408 

However, clearly the vast majority of the Roma were recruited to enlisted 

regiments. In the mid-eighteenth century, most of the enlisted soldiers were originally from 

Sweden, since the artillery was the only enlisted unit that was allowed to recruit in Finland. It 

is thus likely that the military had a significant influence on the mobility of the Roma from 

Sweden to Finland. After 1764, when recruitment in Finland was permitted for enlisted 

regiments, the proportion of the soldiers born in Finland rose, forming in 1780 a majority in 

                                                 
405 Etzler 1944, 140–141. 
406 Lappeen ylisen kihlakunnan lakimääräiset käräjät 30.9.–2.10.1680, KA, Jääsken, Lappeen, Rannan ja 

Äyräpään renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:17, fol. 37–39; Pulma 2006, 33. 
407 Hovioikeus Kk mh:lle 21.2.1752, MMA, KLka, Sk, vol. 286, nro 12. 
408 Savon alinen kihlakunta Kk mh:lle 30.5.1749, MMA, KLka, vol. 281, fol. 2069, nro 73; Also Magnus 

Tranberg, Ludvig Bertilson Sambo, Petter Skipström and Anders Johansson were mentioned as serving as 
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KO a:53, fol. 245v; Porvoon kihlakunnan kruununvouti UH mh:lle 21.9.1748, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:52, fol. 816.  
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the garrison unit that later became known as the Jägerhorn Regiment. At the time when 

enlisting in Finland was prohibited, vagrants could nevertheless be recruited by legal force.409 

The number of enlisted regiments increased during the latter decades of the 

Swedish rule and, at the end of the eighteenth century, they consisted of the artillery as well as 

four infantry regiments. Two of these infantry regiments, the Queen Dowager’s Life Regiment 

and the Stackelberg Regiment (known as the Jägerhorn Regiment from 1801 onwards), were 

garrison regiments located in the Sveaborg and Svartholm fortresses. The other two, the 

Savolax Jäger Regiment and the Karelian Jäger Regiment, were intended for the defence of the 

Russian border.  

The personnel of the garrison regiments and the artillery were in full-time service, 

whereas the Savolax Jäger Regiment only gathered for military drills during the summer. The 

system thus resembled that of tenure regiments, with the difference that the Savolax jägers 

were not provided crofts to stay at during the rest of the year. When compared to garrison 

regiments, the system proved economical, as it lacked any obligation to provide 

accommodation for the soldiers. For this reason, in 1803, the New Jäger Regiment was formed 

on a similar basis, and in the following year, it came to be called the Adlercreutz Regiment, 

after its colonel. The companies of the Adlercreutz Regiment spread around the southern 

Finland, although most were located in the area of the Nyland och Tavastehus province.410 

Only Swedish men were allowed to enlist in the Savolax Jäger Regiment.411 

Although the extent to which Roma served in this regiment is not clear, they were not entirely 

absent from it. I have found references to Roma serving in the regiment during the latter part 

of the eighteenth century, while Aarne Huuskonen has also found evidence of their 

involvement in the regiment.412 A considerable number of Roma was recruited to the 

                                                 
409 Yet, in 1764, when recruitment in Finland was permitted for enlisted regiments, the impressment of vagrants 

was forbidden. Gunnar Bohlin has demonstrated that the legislation concerning the forced recruitment was not 

entirely consistent: in the latter part of the eighteenth century, also dictates which contradicted the principles of 

forced recruitment were passed. However, in 18th-century vagrancy interrogation protocols, we do find 

recruitment demands made on the grounds of vagrancy, at least in the 1750s and in the 1790s. I have examined 

the interrogation protocols of the Kymmenegård province of the years 1748–1756, 1791–1802, and 1805–1806. 

During all of these periods, recruitment demands were made and people were condemned to the military on the 

grounds on vagrancy. During the first period, however, most of these cases concerned the Artillery, which had 

the right to recruit in Finland at the time. Bohlin 1917, 152–166; Hirn 1970, 89, 97–98, 108–111; Screen 2007, 

163–164; Screen 2010, 105–106; Talvitie 2014, 48. 
410 Screen 2007, 157–160. 
411 Screen 2007, 163. 
412 Aarne Huuskonen has noted that two Roma served as Savolax jägers, in 1780, but they were soon discharged 

from the regiment due to a fight. In 1800, another jäger who turned out to be a Roma was dismissed from the 

regiment. Furthermore, there is evidence of a jäger from the early nineteenth century who later deserted and 

whose other parent was a Roma. Huuskonen 1927, 179–180; for the references I have found, see Tohmajärven 

ylimääräiset käräjät 16–17.2.1776, KA, Karjalan tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:48 (Matts Hag and 
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Adlercreutz Regiment and many served in the Queen Dowager’s Life Regiment413 as well. 

Hans Hirn, who has conducted research on the Jägerhorn Regiment, has noted that hardly any 

Roma were recruited there. He mentions that Samuel Wernström, who was born in Österbotten 

and had been commanded to Svartholm, was discharged from the regiment, in 1763, with the 

sole provided reason for the discharge being that he was a Roma.414 However, I have found 

references to Roma having served in the Jägerhorn Regiment and, moreover, Elina Maaniitty 

has found references to Roma in the communion books of the regiment.415 

Most of the Roma served as infantrymen, but the regiments had also several Roma 

load drivers as well as some drummers and handymen (hantlangare). Although the statutes 

forbade the recruitment of Roma to the Finnish Artillery Regiment, several Roma had a 

background as artillerists or artillery handymen.416 Furthermore, some Roma served as 

dragoons and in the navy. 

Roma had several reasons for joining the military. Military occupations provided 

legal status and were thus an important protection against charges of vagrancy. Usually, 

military professions did not rule out other occupations; serving in enlisted regiments enabled 

and, at the same time, forced soldiers to practice other economic activities during their periods 

of leave. It is presumable that also previous experience and networks encouraged Roma to 

enlist and therefore gradually acted in increasing their number in the regiments. Having 

relatives or friends who served in the regiments surely made the military profession familiar in 

the eyes of the Roma. Nevertheless, we should also remember that a part of the Roma may 

have ended up in the regiments through forced recruitment based on vagrancy. 

Enlisted soldiers were generally considered to be of a lower moral character than 

tenure soldiers. This is illustrated by the advice that Olof A. Burman gave to future officers in 

Officers examen för infanterister, published in 1806, in which he wrote that tenure soldiers 

were to be treated “with gentleness” and enlisted soldiers “with severity”, yet “both with tender 
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29.12.1803 ja Sääksmäen alisen kihlakunnan nimismies UH mh:lle 3.1.1804, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:168, fol. 535 

ja fol. 1798 (profoss Johan Flink); Loviisan maaherra UH mh:lle 9.4.1774, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:105b, fol. 1024, 
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343, nro 14 (Carl Hullqvist); Personal correspondence, Elina Maaniitty, May 2011. 
416 Hedberg 1964, 50. 
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regard and justice”.417 This reflects the difference in socio-economic status between tenure and 

enlisted soldiers. Tenure soldiers were often sons of soldiers, peasant farmers or farmhands, 

and they commonly worked as labourers when they enlisted. Enlisted soldiers usually had a 

lower standing: the majority were unskilled labourers.418 Enlisted regiments had difficulty in 

obtaining men since low pay and poor conditions made the military service generally 

unattractive. Consequently, the men who enlisted did not usually have many other prospects 

available.419 

The officers of enlisted regiments were responsible for recruiting soldiers for their 

companies and they received a sum of money from the Crown for this purpose. This system of 

recruitment, known as passevolance, was economically advantageous to the officers, and the 

cheaper the men they recruited the more they profited. According to the statutes, the officers 

were not allowed to recruit disreputable men since it was presumed that they would spoil well-

behaved soldiers rather than be reformed. It seems, however, that this regulation was not 

followed in practice. If there was a shortage of voluntary recruits, officers resorted to forced 

recruitment of vagrants and, furthermore, some convicted criminals could avoid punishment if 

they joined the military.420 

In the recruitment statute of 1802, the target group of forced recruitment was 

expanded. From then on, foreign journeymen who had not found employment within a time 

limit, discharged soldiers who had not managed to find work within six weeks as well as 

burghers who could not meet their duties, could all be drafted into the military. Servants found 

out of hours on licensed premises, journeymen punished for drunkenness and war prisoners 

could also meet the same fate.421 On the other hand, the reputation of the enlisted soldiers was 

not considered entirely irrelevant, since there are examples of soldiers being discharged from 

the regiments after having committed a crime.422 

Besides the practice surrounding recruitment, the organisation of the enlisted 

regiments had a notable influence on the reputation of enlisted soldiers. It was decreed that 

those of the enlisted soldiers who were not in full-time service in the garrison regiments had to 

provide a certificate in order to prove that they would become farmhands, tenant farmers or 

artisans at a certain locality. In reality, however, this was difficult to monitor, since soldiers 

                                                 
417 Screen 2007, 162. 
418 Screen 2007, 54; Screen 2010, 126. 
419 Screen 2007, 163–164; Screen 2010, 117–119. 
420 Screen 2007, 160–161; Screen 2010, 104–105. 
421 Screen 2007, 162. 
422 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirjat 1.2.1805; 29.7.1805 ja 30.1.1806, HMA, ULka, Kkptk, Ca:2, fol. 3, 21 

ja 31. 
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often had trouble in finding a service relationship. For instance, when zigenare Matts Hag and 

Carl Brun were recruited to the Savolax Jäger Corps, they were allowed to practice handicrafts 

or “other legal occupations” in the region. They were also promised a croft from some 

unoccupied land (ödejord eller befintelige utbyjordar) but had not received it at the time when 

Hag had served almost three years and Brun half a year. Therefore they had mainly stayed at 

four neighbouring parishes, travelling from one village to another and earning their livelihood 

from begging and horse exchange.423 Hag and Brun were no exception, since many of the 

Savolax jägers ended up moving around in search of work and subsistence. This, in turn, led to 

complaints concerning the misdeeds of travelling jägers.424 

Furthermore, the soldiers of garrison regiments were often furloughed by their 

officers for long periods, and the travelling of enlisted soldiers raised complaints.425 Over the 

course of the eighteenth century, the authorities made several efforts to control and restrict the 

travelling of enlisted soldiers – particularly Roma soldiers. In April 1752, following a request 

of the Court of Appeal, the general governor commanded regimental commanders to order that 

“Gypsies, so-called clasp smiths, or other hawkers”426 who served in the regiments should only 

be furloughed for legal matters and for short time periods. Governors should be informed of 

the reason why the person was furloughed, the region where he was aiming to go, the time that 

he was allowed to stay there and whether or not he had a wife and children, as well as the 

number of children. Those zigenare whose travelling details had not been communicated to the 

governor or who were found beyond the defined region were to be imprisoned. Furthermore, 

the general governor mentioned that zigenare who served on reserve had greater freedom for 

travelling, since they were not under any specific command. He asked for opinions on how 

their travelling could best be restricted.427 

An intriguing detail connected to the command given by the general governor was 

that the complaint which had sparked the order had come from another Roma. In 1750, zigenare 

Ludvig Bertilsson Sambo had accused four men of robbery; all had military status and two 

were identified as zigenare in the sources. During the investigation, Sambo had said that army 

deserters and people who were hiding for committed crimes had the habit of banding together 

                                                 
423 Tohmajärven ylimääräiset käräjät 16–17.2.1776, KA, Karjalan tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO 

a:48. 
424 Screen 2007, 162; Huuskonen 1927, 188–193. 
425 Hollolan alisen kihlakunnan kruununvouti UH mh:lle 29.11.1751, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:55, fol. 1173; 

Sääksmäen alisen kihlakunnan kruununvouti UH mh:lle 12.5.1753, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:60, fol. 1423; Waris-

Westerberg 1984, 30–31. 
426 ”Zigeunare, så kallade hächtmakare el. andre månglare” 
427 Kenraalikuvernööri Kk mh:lle 8.4.1752 ja Hovioikeus Kk mh:lle 21.2.1752, MMA, KLka, Sk, vol. 286, nro:t 

51 ja 12. 
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with ‘Gypsies’ and roaming around the country. On these occasions, men often used women’s 

clothes, and thus, although being tracked, avoided being caught. It is interesting to note that 

Sambo himself was a former tenure soldier in the Björneborg Regiment who had arrived in 

Lillkyrö parish, in 1746, with certificates of his good behaviour. Governor Gustav Creutz had 

granted him permission to stay in the parish on condition that he would acquire horses for the 

peasants and pay the personal tax (mantalspenningar) for himself and his wife, who was a 

peasant’s daughter.428 This case is a useful reminder of the fact that those identified as zigenare 

formed a heterogeneous category of people with various interests. 

The order of the general governor does not appear to have had a great influence 

on furloughs and the mobility of enlisted soldiers. In 1756, the governor of Österbotten, Gustaf 

Abraham Piper, wrote that “Tartare and Zigeuner, with others, who claim to be artisans of 

various kind”, were furloughed for several months from the enlisted regiments located in 

Helsingfors and Lovisa to the Österbotten province. There they wandered around in large 

groups, including wives and children, bothering inhabitants in different ways.429 

Complaints against travelling soldiers increased again after the demobilisation of 

the troops from the Pomeranian War (1757–1762). During the winter of 1762, ‘Gypsies’ were 

said to have travelled, especially in Ingå parish, more than ever before; they had travelled from 

one village to another with their wives and children in groups of up to twelve people, saying 

that they were soldiers on furlough. They had forced inhabitants to provide them with lodging, 

upkeep and feed for their horses, without payment as well as by threatening them with awful 

consequences. The situation had been the worst in remote villages, where people did not always 

have the opportunity of informing the authorities of the incidents. The bailiff of Raseborg 

western jurisdictional district thus suggested that no “soldiers of Gypsy kin” should be 

furloughed, since “their intention has never been, nor is, to earn their livelihood by work and 

service but, on the contrary, to spend their days in laziness and excess as well as to burden 

other people with their audacious and insolent visits”.430 

                                                 
428 Hovioikeus Kk mh:lle 21.2.1752, MMA, KLka, Sk, vol. 286, nro 12; Pohjanmaan maaherra UH mh:lle 

29.5.1751 ja ptk:t liitteenä, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:53, fol. 1641–. 
429 ”Tartare och Zigeuner, med flere, som utgifwa sig för åtskillige slags handtwärckare”, Pohjanmaan 

maaherra Piper KM:lle 19.3.1756, RA, Landshövdingarnas skrivelser till Kungl. Maj:t, Österbottens län, vol. 17 

(KA, Mf FR 66); Pohjanmaan maaherra Kk mh:lle 1.12.1756, MMA, KLka, Sk, vol. 295, nro 40. 
430 “deras afsicht aldrig warit eller är, at, med arbete och betiening hos innewånarne, förskaffa sig födan, utan 

twärtom förnöta sine dagar lättja och öfwerdåd, samt betunga andra menniskior med deras dierfwa och otidiga 

besök”, Raaseporin läntisen kihlakunnan kruununvouti UH mh:lle 22.3.1762, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:82, fol. 754; 

In 1758, the Åbo chapter had already reported that “zigeuner and so-called tartarer” (“zigeuner och så kallade 

tartarer”) travelled in great numbers around Ingå parish. Turun tuomiokapituli UH mh:lle 12.4.1758, HMA, 

ULka, Sk, Ea:73, fol. 1043, nro 7. 
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In December 1763, King Adolf Fredrik stated that zigenare who were in military 

service had been able to band together with their wives, children and other zigenare and roam 

around the country. He therefore decreed that those granting passports to them had to mark in 

the passports the route that they were to take as well as the permitted time for the journey. Only 

the closest relatives were allowed to follow the passport owner.431 Nevertheless, this decree did 

not standardise the practice of granting furloughs and passports to soldiers.432 Furthermore, 

Roma soldiers were often imprisoned after having diverted from the route marked in the 

permission or exceeded the permitted travel time.433 While it was forbidden to grant furloughs 

to ill-mannered soldiers, Colonel von Essen noted, in 1785, that commanders were not always 

aware of the behaviour of their soldiers, since soldiers on furlough were often condemned in 

court without their regiments being informed of it.434 

We should nevertheless remember that giving furloughs to enlisted soldiers 

involved many non-Roma as well. What made the mobility of Roma soldiers particularly 

problematic in the eyes of authorities and settled population? How was their mobility 

described? The governor of Åbo explained, in 1774, that “giving furloughs to Tartarer always 

brings on the disadvantage that they band together with others of their kin, roam around the 

country and act brazenly”.435 This idea can be perceived in many complaints concerning Roma 

soldiers.  

Sources confirm that Roma soldiers often travelled with their families, which 

could include wives, children, elderly parents, and siblings.436 It is not clear whether travelling 

with families was more common among the Roma than among the non-Roma soldiers. 

However, economic difficulties faced by soldiers’ families were not restricted to Roma but 

were a more general phenomenon. Although soldiers’ families were supposed to earn their 

                                                 
431 KM UH mh:lle 14.12.1763, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:85, fol. 14. 
432 See, for instance, oikeuskansleri von Stockenström 16.11.1763, RA, Acta miscellanea (Palmskiölds samling), 
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landet i kring och öfwa öfwerdåd”, Turun maaherra UH mh:lle 21.1.1774, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:105b, fol. 791. 
436 Porvoon kihlakunnan kruununvouti UH mh:lle 27.8.1753, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:59, fol. 551; Sääksmäen 

alisen kihlakunnan kruununvouti UH mh:lle 12.5.1753, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:60, fol. 1423; Raaseporin läntisen 

kihlakunnan kruununvouti UH mh:lle 22.3.1762, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:82, s. 754; KM UH mh:lle 14.12.1763, 

HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:85, fol. 14; Myrskylän nimismies Kk mh:lle 18.3.1805, MMA, KLka, Sk, vol. 498, nro 49; 

Waris-Westerberg 1984, 32. 
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livelihood by working, they often ended up travelling, begging for their subsistence.437 

Nevertheless, travelling with family members was often mentioned in complaints concerning 

Roma soldiers, perhaps suggesting they travelled more frequently with their families and in 

larger groups than non-Roma. At times, the family members travelling with enlisted Roma 

soldiers caused confusion among the authorities. For instance, the bailiff of Borgå jurisdictional 

district inquired from the governor of Nyland och Tavastehus, in 1753, whether the zigenare 

wives of enlisted soldiers should be imprisoned with their children when caught travelling, or 

whether they should have the freedom to travel with their husbands, based on the furlough 

notes provided for their husbands.438 

The particular habit of, or drive for, mobility was sometimes explicitly mentioned 

in the complaints concerning Roma soldiers: their itinerancy was thus not explained by 

practical reasons related to the military system but by an urge for travelling in its own right. 

When the bailiff (befallningsman) of southern Sääksmäki jurisdictional district wrote to the 

governor of Nyland och Tavastehus, in 1753, about the trouble that the zigenare/tattare artillery 

handymen travelling with their families caused for people, he stated that “as this people is, 

since their youth, used to earn their livelihood by wandering around the countryside without 

practicing handicrafts or doing any work, their only will also now, when they acquire furloughs 

(permissioner), is to practice what they have been used to do since their youth.”439 The mobility 

of the Roma is here explicitly separated from work; it is not explained by economic necessities 

of enlisted soldiers but by an inner, learned will for roaming. 

In this context, it is interesting to note that suspicion could also be directed 

towards soldiers of foreign nations or religions. An anonymous writer complained in an article 

published in Inrikes Tidningar, in 1770, that enlisted soldiers of garrison regiments who were 

mostly of a foreign nation and religion were the reason for the increased criminality and the 

great number of prisoners in the Nyland och Tavastehus province. According to him, these 

soldiers roamed around the country, performing various misdeeds, after being furloughed or 

having deserted. Another anonymous writer, probably an officer, replied to these accusations 

a few months later, stating that the foreigners in garrisons had, generally speaking, behaved 

admirably. They had not requested furloughs, while those who had deserted had paid in cash 

                                                 
437 Hirn 1970, 121. 
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for the food they had received from people. Furthermore, he noted that only six of the 56 

prisoners in the Sveaborg prison were enlisted soldiers.440 

It does appear that sometimes enlisted Roma soldiers resorted to violence, which 

was often connected to a demand for provisions and shelter. Yet this should not necessarily 

give rise to an interpretation according to which violence was the primary means resorted to 

by Roma soldiers in their contacts with the sedentary population.  

In February 1776, two soldiers of Savolax Jäger Corps were accused in court of 

violence at Thomas Watanen’s house in Hammaslax village in Tohmajärvi, situated in Swedish 

Karelia, close to the Russian border. Watanen stated in court that, at the end of January, 

zigenare Matts Hag and Carl Brun had arrived at his house in the evening, at dusk. Matts Hag 

had presented himself as a son of zigenare Tobias Carlsson and offered his hand for shaking 

but Watanen, who did not know Tobias Carlsson or Matts Hag, had refused to shake hands 

with him.441 Hag had then uttered that Watanen would learn to know him that evening and had 

begun to dance, sing and otherwise be noisy. Watanen had told them that his wife had died 

only recently and, as he was sad and sickly, he could not tolerate that kind of noise; he had thus 

urged the men to leave his house. Since Hag and Brun had nevertheless continued their dancing 

and singing, Watanen fled from them by going to another cottage.442 

A while later, Watanen’s daughter-in-law came to him, saying that the men had 

taken meat from her pot and bread from her table. Watanen had returned to the cottage where 

Hag and Brun were staying and told them to leave, but the men had answered that they were 

military men and thus they did not need to ask for permission when they were in need of food. 

Watanen had threatened to drive the men away with the help of an axe, and this led to a fight 

in which Watanen was hurt by a whip. Hag and Brun denied having taken meat or bread in the 

cottage. Hag nevertheless admitted that, after Watanen had come to the cottage with an axe in 

his hand, threatening Hag with it and telling them to stop making noise, he had frightened 

Watanen and hit him with a whip. 

Although only Hag and Brun had visited Watanen’s house, they were not arrested 

alone. According to County Bailiff Gråsten, a large group of zigenare had arrived in the parish, 

travelling from one village to another and indulging in all kinds of misdeeds. Hag and Brun 

                                                 
440 Foreign soldiers were a minority among deserters, at least in the regiment that later came to be called the 

Jägerhorn Regiment. This was probably due to the fact that it would have been difficult for them to vanish and 
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were caught together with Lars Svartz, Ludvig Reen, Carl Hamn, Gustaf Mickelsson and Jacob 

Johansson, whose wives and children had managed to escape. According to the given accounts, 

several other zigenare with 18 horses had stayed in Hammaslax village at the same time with 

these men, while some others with ten horses had stayed in Mulo village, begging. Only 

Watanen had officially complained about them although people had been talking about 

misdeeds at some other houses as well. A part of these zigenare had travelled in Swedish 

Karelia and another part in Russian Karelia. 

It emerges from the court proceedings that the Libelitz market, which took place 

in January 1776, had attracted many to the area. Hag and Brun had visited the market and 

travelled from there through two other villages to Hammaslax.  

Not all the men were soldiers. Lars Svartz, who was a dependent labourer in 

Jorois, had served as a dragoon in the Karelian Squadron during the Russo–Swedish War of 

1741–1743 and as an artillerist during the Pomeranian War (1757–1762). He had permission 

to travel to Karelia and he and his wife had visited the Libelitz market in order to sell a horse. 

After the market, he had travelled to Hammaslax village with Ludvig Reen, the husband of his 

niece. Svartz denied having begged, asserting that he, Ludvig Reen and their wives had bought 

their necessities with money. Ludvig Reen said that he was a tenant farmer of Lieutenant 

Gustav Tigerstedt in Pieksämäki, and that Tigerstedt had given him permission to travel to 

Karelia. 

Carl Hamn had been recruited to the Savolax Footjäger Corps and had been given 

permission to stay in Swedish Karelia. He had also visited the Libelitz market, and, after that, 

followed Lars Svartz to Hammaslax. Gustav Mickelsson stated that he was a reservist to Anders 

Ruth in Jorois parish but had not been registered. Jacob Johansson did not have any certificates: 

he was born in Österbotten and had arrived from Ilmola parish the previous summer; since 

then, he had stayed in Pieksämäki, Leppävirta and Rantasalmi parishes. From there he had 

followed Gustav Mickelsson and Ludvig Reen to Hammaslax, begging for his livelihood. 

Since Matts Hag had admitted that he had caused the injuries to Watanen, he was 

sentenced to fines that were converted into corporal punishment. Moreover, both Hag and Brun 

were condemned to whipping for having left the province where the Savolax Jäger Corps was 

located, travelled around from one village to another and begged for their living. Since Lars 

Svartz had admitted that he had left Jorois before Christmas, and, since then, travelled, 

practicing illicit horse trading, he was condemned as an old man to a few days’ imprisonment 

on bread and water. Also Ludvig Reen, Gustaf Michelsson and Jacob Johansson were 

sentenced for wandering around – Reen, as an elderly person, to imprisonment, and the two 
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youths to whipping. Only Carl Hamn avoided sentencing, since he had permission to stay in 

Karelia. 

In many ways, this case tells a story about Roma soldiers similar to many 

complaints of the time: Roma soldiers were said to band together and travel with their relatives 

and other Roma, beg for their livelihood and resort to violence when demanding food and 

shelter. But, as we will see, the case does provide a more nuanced picture of one encounter 

between Roma soldiers and local inhabitants, as compared with many of the generic 

complaints. 

The case supports the common claim that, at times, Roma soldiers travelled in 

larger groups including not only soldiers but also other Roma travelling under various sorts of 

permissions. However, it is not certain that all the interrogatees were arrested at one and the 

same place, and, although they stayed in the same village, they had apparently not travelled in 

one group. According to the protocol, Hag and Brun had travelled together and so had Lars 

Svartz and Ludvig Reen, who were kin. Carl Hamn had followed Lars Svartz after visiting the 

Libelitz market. Gustav Mickelsson and Jacob Johansson had moved together, and, at some 

point, had apparently joined the company of Ludvig Reen. Naturally, the family members 

travelling with these men enlarged the size of the groups. Many Roma headed for markets, and 

this may explain their great number in the Karelian parishes at the beginning of the year. 

Although the encounter at Thomas Watanen’s ended violently, violence was not 

the first means resorted to by the Roma soldiers. According to Watanen’s account, Hag and 

Brun had first presented themselves in a peaceful manner. Yet, as they were not welcomed, 

they had insisted on staying and finally the situation had escalated. This pattern corresponds to 

some complaints concerning the behaviour of Roma soldiers, according to which they 

demanded food and shelter either by persuading or by threatening the inhabitants.443  

It should be noted that the event in Hammaslax village took place in mid-winter, 

at a time when finding a shelter was essential for people who lacked housing. Furthermore, 

Hammaslax village did not belong to the localities where Hag and Brun had, according to their 

accounts, mainly travelled. Hence, they were probably out of their established networks, which 

may have influenced the encounter: finding accommodations beyond familiar houses could be 

very troublesome, and Roma could also behave more audaciously in foreign localities. Miika 

Tervonen has shown that, in the early twentieth century, exchanging faulty horses was 
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generally more common at more distant localities, where Roma were willing to take greater 

risks than in their ‘own’ localities, where they often avoided conflicts in order to stay on good 

terms with the local population.444 

During the first years of the nineteenth century, complaints against military 

personnel led to a tightening of recruitment policies. In 1800, when Captain Borgenström 

requested his load driver, zigenare Johan Berg, back to his service from Sveaborg fortress, 

where he was imprisoned, the captain was ordered to discharge him. Moreover, other 

commanders of the Tavastehus Regiment were ordered to discharge all the load drivers who 

did not farm and were prohibited from recruiting this kind of person.445 In the following year, 

the commanders of the Björneborg Regiment were forbidden from recruiting Roma load 

drivers and were ordered to discharge all the Roma load drivers from the regiment. This 

prohibition was motivated by complaints concerning the travelling of zigenare under the 

protection of tenure regiments.446 

However, two contradictory tendencies in the recruitment policies of the early 

nineteenth century can be noted. Only shortly after the restrictive measures were taken in the 

Tavastehus and Björneborg Regiments, other policies acted to increase the recruitment of the 

military personnel. As has been noted above, the target group of forced recruitment was 

expanded by the recruitment statute of 1802. In February 1804, an ordinance on public 

workhouses (allmän arbetsinrättning) defined a common policy towards vagrants and 

vagabonds, among whom tattare and zigenare were also counted. Those vagrants who were 

capable of military service and had not lost their right to serve the Crown were considered as 

falling under the recruitment statute of 1802.447  

Yet in spite of these statutes, the mobility of enlisted soldiers did not cease to 

concern authorities. On the 26th of March, 1805, the governor of Nyland och Tavastehus 

province, Johan Henrik Munck, brought to the consideration of King Gustav IV Adolf the 

measures that should be taken concerning the soldiers of the Adlercreutz Regiment who were 

travelling outside their furlough regions and had not acquired other means of livelihood or a 

stable place of residence. Approximately one month later, Munck returned to the question. He 

pointed out that he had recently found out that people “of Gypsy kin” had been enlisted in the 
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regiment as well. They had banded together with other zigenare, forming a group of twenty 

people who travelled the country, acting brazenly, until they had been arrested and sent to the 

governor. Munck had treated those who did not belong to the military according to the statutes, 

while he had sent those who had legal protection as soldiers to their furlough regions, 

“although, during the interrogation, they were not able to declare with reliable certainty their 

place of residence there”.448 

Munck declared his view on Roma serving as soldiers:  

[…] since the Adlercreutz Regiment is not located in a garrison, which could provide a 

possibility to discipline and accustom dissolute or unstable soldiers to order and diligence 

even between the months of training; I therefore venture humbly to favour a prohibition 

against recruiting Gypsies to the regiment in question, in particular since the experience 

of several centuries has proven that this hopeless people is of such […] nature that, 

without daily and most careful supervision, it cannot be kept in order and condition; 

therefore no-one of Gypsy kin will be taken in service to any tenure regiment in Finland 

these days.449 

Munck’s request met with a positive response. On the 9th of May, 1805, a letter 

was sent by the king to the commanders of enlisted regiments of Finland, forbidding the 

recruitment of Roma and restating the previous prohibitions concerning their recruitment. The 

reason provided for the prohibition was that some enlisted Roma had indulged in violent acts 

with some other Roma, leading to their arrest – this was most probably the same incident that 

Munck had written about.450 

It is not entirely clear as to what extent the recruitment prohibition influenced the 

policies in regiments. According to Hans Hirn, following the Royal letter, two Roma were 

discharged from the company of the lieutenant colonel of the Jägerhorn Regiment.451 In the 

Adlercreutz Regiment, the discharges were apparently more common: there are references to 

at least 17 Roma being discharged from the regiment within a year. Johan Allmén, Thomas Fri, 

Johan Nordberg, Johan Pilt and Carl Carlson Ahlström were dismissed from the Hollola 

                                                 
448 “ehuru de vid förhöret icke med tilförlitelig säkerhet kunnat upgifwa sine boningsställen därstädes”, 
Uudenmaan maaherra KM:lle 23.4.1805, RA, Landshövdingarnas skrivelser till Kungl. Maj:t, Nylands och 

Tavastehus län, vol. 39 (KA, Mf FR 28). 
449 “[…] som Adlercreutske Regementet icke ligger i Garnizon, där eljest tilfälle skulle gifvas, at äfven emellan 

exercitie månaderne disciplinera och vänja utsväfvande eller ostadige soldater vid ordning och arbetsamhet; så 

wågar jag underdånigast tilstyrcka ett förbud emot Ziguenares antagande vid berörde Regemente, hälst flere 

Seclers erfarenhet besannat, hurusom detta olyckliga folck slag är af den […] natur, at det, förutan dagelig och 

nogaste tilsyn, icke kan hållas i ordning och skick; hvarföre någon af Ziquenare slägtet ej heller nu mera wid 

något indelt Regemente i Finland varder i tjenst antagen”, Uudenmaan maaherra KM:lle 23.4.1805, RA, 

Landshövdingarnas skrivelser till Kungl. Maj:t, Nylands och Tavastehus län, vol. 39 (KA, Mf FR 28). 
450 Hirn 1970, 112. 
451 Hirn 1970, 112. 
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Company,452 whereas Carl Ackander453, Johan Mörk, Ludvig Roos and Matts Grönlund had to 

leave the Borgå Company.454 In addition, Carl Björck, Abraham Löija, Eric Kanon and Matts 

Nögd were discharged from the Lauckas Company.455 Moreover, the military careers of Carl 

Ärlig456, Johan Bergqvist457, Johan Forss458 and recruit Otto Vilhelm Volberg459 also ceased as 

a consequence of the Royal letter. 

Many of the discharged soldiers were presumably sent to do forced labour, 

although there are no archival references to illustrate the future of all these men. However, at 

least 24-year-old Carl Carlson Ahlström, 18-year-old Johan Nordberg and Johan Pilt as well 

as 15-year-old Otto Vilhelm Volberg were directed from the governor’s interrogation to the 

Sveaborg workhouse.460 Johan Mörk met the same fate when he was caught travelling with 

other tattare in Hauho parish, soon after being discharged from the regiment.461 Ludwig Roos 

was also interrogated but was able to avoid the workhouse sentence; instead, he was sent to the 

Vasa province, where, according to his account, he had previously served as a farrier.462 

                                                 
452 Allmén, who also used the names Hultin and Florin, Fri, Nordberg, Pilt and Ahlström served in numbers 1, 

32, 54, 94 and 136 in the Hollola Company commanded by captain Ulfsparre (in 1804, the company was called 

the Orimattila Company). In the materials of provincial administration, Johan Nordberg is called Otto Reinhold 

Nordberg and Johan Pilt is called Jacob Pilt. The muster roll of the year 1805 bears no reference to the discharge 

of Johan Allmén. Nevertheless, in 1804, Johan Allméen served in the company as a corporal number 1, whereas 

Carl Petter Hultin who previously served in number 17 was mentioned to have been transferred to this place 14 

June 1805. Orimattilan komppanian katselmusrulla 1804, KrA, Generalmönsterrullor, Adlercreutzka värvade 

regementet 1804, fol. 128 (SVAR); Hollolan komppanian katselmusrulla 1805, KrA, Generalmönsterrullor, 

Adlercreutzka värvade regementet 1805, fol. 179v, 180v, 182v, 184v, 188v, 192v (SVAR); Eversti Adlercreutz 

UH mh:lle 7.6.1805, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:170, fol. 1674; Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 11.6.1805, HMA, 

ULka, Kkptk, Ca:2; Aminoff 1971, 253. 
453 Ackander (soldier number 74) was recruited to the Borgå Company as late as in June 1805, and he was 

discharged the following October. Eversti Adlercreutz UH mh:lle 1.11.1805, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:170, fol. 

1729; Porvoon komppanian katselmusrulla 1806, KrA, Generalmönsterrullor, Adlercreutzka värvade regementet 

1806, fol. 165 (SVAR). 
454 Mörk, Roos and Grönlund served in soldier numbers 92, 116 and 142. Porvoon komppanian katselmusrulla 

1805, KrA, Generalmönsterrullor, Adlercreutzka värvade regementet 1805, fol. 126v, 128v, 131v (SVAR); 

Eversti Adlercreutz UH mh:lle 10.6.1806, HMA, ULka, Saapuneiden kirjeiden diaari, Aa:37, fol. 86; 

Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 11.7.1805, HMA, ULka, Kkptk, Ca:2; Nimismies Schmidt UH mh:lle 

9.7.1805, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:172, fol. 2189. 
455 Björck, Löija, Kanon and Nögd served in numbers 10, 92, 125 and 133. Laukaan komppanian katselmusrulla 

1805, KrA, Generalmönsterrullor, Adlercreutzka värvade regementet 1805, fol. 200v, 208v, 211v, 212v 

(SVAR). 
456 Ärlig served in the Heinola Company in number 146. Heinolan komppanian katselmusrulla 1805, KrA, 

Generalmönsterrullor, Adlercreutzka värvade regementet 1805 (SVAR). 
457 Eversti Adlercreutz UH mh:lle 10.9.1805, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:170, fol. 1613. 
458 UH mh Kk mh:lle 9.10.1805, MMA, KLka, Sk, vol. 495, nro 174. 
459 Eversti Adlercreutz UH mh:lle 7.6.1805, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:170, fol. 1674; Lääninkanslian 

kuulustelupöytäkirja 11.6.1805, HMA, ULka, Kkptk, Ca:2. 
460 Eversti Adlercreutz UH mh:lle 7.6.1805, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:170, fol. 1674; Lääninkanslian 

kuulustelupöytäkirja 11.6.1805, HMA, ULka, Kkptk, Ca:2. 
461 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 11.7.1805, HMA, ULka, Kkptk, Ca:2. 
462 Nimismies Schmidt UH mh:lle 9.7.1805, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:172, fol. 2189.  
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The varying and internally contradictory statutes and prohibitions enacted during 

the early nineteenth century demonstrate the diverse endeavours connected to the military 

system. At first glance, the objective of increasing the number of men in the army and 

decreasing mobility and idleness in society appeared to be easy to combine, since idle people 

could be directed to regiments. However, it was soon apparent that the system did not suppress 

mobility, making it challenging to monitor the reputation and behaviour of military personnel. 

As authorities sought to balance these different endeavours, it is not surprising that enlisted 

soldiers were treated inconsistently.  

The source material draws a very negative picture of the status and the reputation 

of enlisted soldiers, and, when it comes to the enlisted Roma soldiers, it appears as if two 

negative peceptions were conjoined. When reading these sources, it is difficult to arrive at the 

conclusion that serving as soldiers would have improved the status of people labelled 

‘Gypsies’. However, the negative image implied by the sources has to be contextualised. The 

legal protection provided by the military status was of essential value for the Roma. Although 

it did not free them from being suspected of vagrancy, it nevertheless offered protection when 

it came to convictions: whereas a Roma soldier caught travelling was often whipped and then 

returned to his regiment, from where he could soon be furloughed again, another Roma lacking 

legal protection was usually sent to do forced labour at fortresses. Moreover, some Roma were 

able to attain legal protection by acquiring a service relationship or status as a tenant farmer, 

and it appears from the sources that the ones granting them protection often belonged to 

military personnel. It is likely that contacts established in the army played a role in this. 

Although military service provided many Roma with legal status, it did not 

decrease the general stigma attached to them. Serving in the enlisted regiments did not decrease 

their need for mobility; on the contrary, it may have increased it. Therefore it may have 

strengthened the general perception that ‘Gypsies’ had an innate tendency to roam, increasing 

thus their stigmatisation. In the complaints against Roma soldiers, travelling was often 

explicitly separated from work and connected with laziness. No consideration was given to the 

possibility that the activities practiced while travelling may be defined as work or were an 

economic necessity caused by the military system which pushed them on the road. 

Although most of the Roma served in enlisted regiments, the ones that had the 

opportunity to join tenure regiments could succeed in improving their standing. It is important 

to note, however, that this did not necessarily go hand in hand with the improvement of the 

overall reputation of the ones labelled zigenare or tattare. Interestingly, those who acquired a 

better standing could at times even sustain the negative image of the travelling ‘Gypsies’ in 
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order to improve their own reputation. The aforementioned statement of Ludvig Sambo, the 

former tenure soldier of the Björneborg Regiment, is a good example of this. Having been 

robbed by some military men, Sambo had stated that army deserters and people who were 

hiding for committed crimes often banded together with zigenare and roamed together around 

the country. He thus implied that there was a connection between travelling ‘Gypsies’ and 

criminals, aiming obviously to separate himself from this group.  

Hence, the influence of military service should be understood as two-dimensional. 

On the one hand, it acted to integrate Roma into the society, but, on the other, it influenced 

significantly the way in which zigenare/tattare were perceived at the time, strengthening the 

ethnic label that was strongly connected with mobility, criminality and idleness. This label 

should be regarded as a construction that could be used and spread in different contexts both 

by non-Roma and those who themselves were identified as zigenare/tattare. 

‘Infamous occupations’ 

The connection between Traveller (tattare) lineages and practitioners of 

‘infamous occupations’ has been examined and demonstrated in some Scandinavian countries. 

This has given rise to the question as to what extent the practising of ‘infamous occupations’463 

influenced the group formation of Travellers. In Sweden, research on this subject has benefited 

from several genealogical studies conducted on Traveller families.464 In Finland, by contrast, 

the lack of this kind of research complicates the examination of the question, as does the fact 

that research on infamous occupations in Finland during the Swedish rule is nearly non-

existent. For these reasons, it is possible to present only very preliminary reflection on the issue 

here. Although the subject awaits further research and would open up new exciting paths of 

inquiry, I consider it important to bring this theme to the fore here and to analyse it to the extent 

that this is possible on the basis of available secondary literature and source material.  

Many authors have regarded infamy as a central factor behind the group formation 

of the Traveller population. Carl-Herman Tillhagen has expressed this interpretation very 

clearly, stating that tattare are descendants of pariah groups such as executioners, executioners’ 

servants (rackare), horse gelders, skinners, deserted soldiers and pedlars. According to him, 

people who were pushed outside society had to take up occupations that no-one else wanted to 

do in order to find a livelihood. They thus became infamous in the eyes of the society and were 

                                                 
463 Blok 2001. 
464 Minken 2009, 414; Heymowski 1969. 
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forced to join other ‘outsiders’, forming with them a group that was isolated from the rest of 

society.465 

Anne Minken has criticised this interpretation on reasonable grounds. According 

to her, Adam Heymowski’s genealogical study does show that many people belonging to 

Traveller (tattare) lineages worked, for instance, as horse gelders and skinners. According to 

Minken, however, the fact that Travellers worked in these occupations did not in itself lead to 

the formation of their group but rather was a consequence of their status as a stigmatised 

minority group. She argues that other minority groups, such as Sami, ‘forest Finns’ 

(metsäsuomalaiset, skogfinner) and Russian prisoners of war, also practiced similar 

occupations. According to Minken, engaging in infamous occupations could strengthen 

‘otherness’, the basis of which nevertheless was “of ethnic character”.466 This can thus help to 

explain the maintenance of the ethnic boundary between the mainstream population and the 

tattare.467  

It has been demonstrated that, in Sweden, several members of Traveller families 

served as executioners, and Heymowski has strongly emphasised their role in understanding 

“the pariah stigma attached to the Travellers.”468 Yet this was not peculiar to Sweden: there are 

references to ‘Gypsies’ serving as executioners in Hungary, Romania, and the Ottoman Empire 

as well.469 

Between the thirteenth- and early sixteenth-centuries in Europe, the office of 

executioner established itself as a duty of men belonging to the lower classes.470 The job of 

executioner was not considered suitable for reputable citizens, but neither could a Jew, a pagan 

or an infidel be recruited to this office, as the executioner had to be a Christian. Since the 

profession was very unpopular, authorities often faced difficulties in recruiting new people to 

the office. Consequently butchers, whose status was already low, were sometimes in the 

fifteenth century forced to accept the job. Naming former convicts as executioners was also a 

universal custom in late medieval and early modern Europe, but after the middle of the 

                                                 
465 Tillhagen 1956, 291–292. Cf. Minken 2009, 410. 
466 “av etnisk karakter”, Minken 2009, 412, 420–422. 
467 Minken 2009, 430. 
468 Heymowski 1969, 40–41; Minken 2009, 414–415. 
469 Kovats 2001, 334; Achim 1998, 48; Çelik 2008, 184; Ginio 2004, 137–138. 
470 Klemettilä 2006, 36. Low status has been a common feature of the office, although not universal. According 

to Pieter Spierenburg, the status of executioners was relatively high, for instance, in the Ottoman Empire. Yet 

Faika Çelik has written that, also in the Ottoman Empire, executioners were ‘undesirable’ and socially despised. 

Spierenburg 1984, 16; Çelik 2008, 184. 
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sixteenth century this became less common. It persisted, for instance, in southern France, while 

in northern France the position of professional executioners strengthened.471 

It is not self-evident, however, that the social standing of executioners was equally 

low in different countries. For instance, there appears to have been considerable differences in 

the status of this profession between Germany, France and the Low Countries in the first place, 

and England in the second. Whereas in the former countries a very strong stigma472 was 

attached to the profession during the early modern era, in England, the hangman’s reputation 

was more linked to the particular holder of the occupation than to the office in general. 

Although a hangman could be despised, this was not simply due to his occupation but to his 

personal character, lifestyle and possible criminality. In Paris, by contrast, the profession does 

not seem to have been particularly linked with criminality, at least from the seventeenth century 

onwards. This was most likely influenced by the fact that the salary of a Parisian executioner 

was considerably higher than that of his colleagues in London and in the rest of France.473 

In consequence of the executioners’ stigmatised position in Germany, France and 

in the Low Countries, the office became strongly hereditary. The stigma which was attached 

to executioner extended to his family, leaving his sons with no other practical options than to 

carry on with their father’s job. Executioner’s daughters could only marry the sons of other 

executioner families – if a man from ‘outside’ wished to marry the executioner’s daughter, he 

usually ended up as an executioner himself. This development naturally consolidated the 

stigmatised position of executioners and strengthened their segregation from the rest of the 

society.474 

Quite interestingly, the hereditary position of executioners and the development 

of expertize enabled them to negotiate notable privileges, which, especially in larger towns, 

could make them very wealthy.475 Although executioners were despised, their high wages 

                                                 
471 Klemettilä 2006, 38–39. 
472 Different authors have interpreted this stigma in varying ways. Although many Western European countries 

shared a contempt for executioners, Pieter Spierenburg has argued that ‘infamy’ was more particularly a 

German notion or, at least, it was most influential in German-speaking countries. Bronislaw Geremek and Pierre 

Braun, too, have supported the view that the issue of infamy was more influential in Germany than in France. 

Hannele Klemettilä, who has studied executioners’ role in the Late Middle Ages in northern France and in the 

Low Countries, nevertheless applies the concept of infamy in the context of these countries, although she 

acknowledges regional differences and variation in executioners’ social esteem between different individuals in 

French and Flemish towns. Paul Friedland, too, has remarked that in France, executioners were very strongly 

perceived as representatives of otherness. Spierenburg 1984, 16–17; Klemettilä 2006, 47–48; Friedland 2012, 

81.  
473 Bastien 2011, 106–109, 139. 
474 Evans 1996, 57; Spierenburg 1984, 18, 41; Friedland 2012, 73–75; Bastien 2011, 121–122. 
475 Friedland has noted that the modern vantage point “tends to see wealth as a great equalizer”, which may 
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enabled them to acquire certain status within their infamy, allowing them to employ personnel 

to whom they could assign some of their additional tasks. The servants could, for instance, take 

care of skinning and collecting dung as well as administering minor punishments.476 

London, by contrast, had no executioner dynasties and the profession does not 

appear to have been hereditary. A blacksmith, a constable or a working man could leave his 

previous occupation in order to become a hangman without a notable degradation of his social 

status, which would obviously have followed the man if he had taken up the occupation of 

bourreau in France.477 While in France the members of executioner families had no other 

possibilities than to practice professions linked with capital punishment, some English 

executioners could simultaneously engage in other occupations. Indeed, until the end of the 

eighteenth century they often had to have another job to acquire sufficient means for living.478 

In seventeenth-century Sweden, every province was ordered to have its own 

executioner,479 and it is likely that the profession was held in contempt. In 1756, David 

Nehrman-Ehrenstråle wrote in Processum Criminale that, before the 1690s, the misbehaviour 

of executioners made them at times so hated that reputable people did not want to be involved 

with them but considered their bad reputation to be as contagious as the plague.480 In sixteenth- 

and seventeenth-century Sweden, executioners were commonly former criminals who indulged 

in offences also while serving as executioners – the situation thus resembled that of England.481 

In the mid-seventeenth century, executioners began to be recruited from German-speaking 

regions. In Denmark (which included present-day Norway), the profession became dominated 

by German executioner families, and both the social and economic status of executioners 

gradually rose. German executioners were recruited to Sweden as well, although they did not 

gain as strong a position there as in Denmark.482  

From the end of the seventeenth century onwards, measures were taken to 

improve the status of Swedish executioners and their role as state officials was increasingly 

emphasized. In 1699, Karl XII declared in a circular letter sent to all the governors that, from 

then on, executioners were to be regarded as honourable, and they and their household 

members were to be considered subjects of equally good reputation as anyone else. However, 

                                                 
stigmatisation. From a pre-modern vantage point, however, a wealthy group could well have been despised and 

marginalised. Friedland 2012, 75. 
476 Spierenburg 1984, 38. 
477 Bastien 2011, 109; Robin 1964, 238. 
478 Bastien 2011, 122–123, 136, 142. 
479 Toropainen 2004, 188. 
480 Karonen 2009, 241–242. 
481 Luukko 1989, 183. 
482 Minken 2009, 415. 
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good behaviour was required of executioners, and governors were thus obliged to recruit 

irreproachable persons to the position.483 Therefore, the king did not consent to the petition of 

Gustaf Johanson, who had been sentenced to death due to manslaughter, and who, in 1699, 

petitioned for an amnesty from the sentence for becoming an executioner.484 

In the Law of the Swedish Realm, passed in 1734, executioners and their 

household members were announced to be under the king’s protection. Considering the 

position as dishonourable and shutting them out of the company of honourable people were 

prohibited. Moreover, the Law included severe penalties for the physical abuse of an 

executioner and the members of his household, regardless of whether he had succeeded in his 

work or not. On the other hand, fines of at least ten taler were decreed for an executioner who 

committed an obvious mistake while punishing criminals.485 

From the end of the seventeenth century onwards, Swedish executioners often had 

a background as artisans, and they also married daughters of artisans. Their economic status 

could be compared with that of burghers. In smaller towns and in more remote districts, 

however, the profession was at times held by men who did not resemble the representatives of 

German executioner dynasties or the Swedish executioners recruited among artisans – by 

contrast, their way of life resembled that of tattare. According to Anne Minken, many of these 

executioners practiced horse gelding as their side profession, and it is their descendants that 

are the most often found in Traveller genealogies. Minken notes that the socio-economic status 

of the offspring of these executioners did not decline and instead the children pursued the 

parents’ way of life. She suggests that the families were tattare from the outset. In this case, 

taking up a profession as an executioner would have played a similar role for them as military 

                                                 
483 Karonen 2009, 242. 
484 Uudenmaan ja Hämeen maaherra KM:lle 8.4.1699 ja 13.5.1699, RA, Landshövdingarnas skrivelser till KM, 
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service or burghership – it would have provided a legal status which enabled the practice of 

itinerant occupations.486  

In the Swedish context, the influence of the infamous occupations on the group 

formation of the Travellers has been debated, while, in Finland, even the extent to which Roma 

worked in infamous occupations before the nineteenth century remains unclear. For instance, 

the connection between Roma and executioners has not been examined in the Finnish context. 

The few articles published on the Finnish executioners have not pointed to connections between 

Roma and executioners.487 Yet this does not demonstrate that such connections could not have 

existed. These links can easily be overlooked, since it is not evident that Roma were always 

defined in ethnic terms in sources – especially in cases where they held official positions. An 

in-depth examination of the question would require genealogical studies on executioner 

families.488 

Since a comprehensive study on Finnish executioners is lacking, it is difficult to 

draw a clear picture of the status of this occupation in Finland. Veli Pekka Toropainen, who 

has studied executioners in seventeenth-century Åbo, argues that many characteristics of the 

occupation in Åbo resembled Central European traditions. However, while the international 

research has emphasized the executioner’s role as an outsider, in Åbo, he was an approved and 

visible part of the city community. The avoidance and harassment of executioners do not seem 

to have been as severe there as in some other countries.489 Although the executioner was not 

considered equal to others, social intercourse between him and the mainstream society was 

commonplace. In the German states and in France, the executioner’s home was often situated 

outside the city or just inside, against the city wall, and it could be located in an infamous 

neighbourhood.490 In Åbo, it was located in the poorest block on the fringe of the city but yet 

along the thoroughfare leading to Helsingfors and Viborg.491 The existing research concerning 

                                                 
486 Minken 2009, 415–416. 
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Finnish executioners does not shed enough light on the possible hereditary character of the 

profession in Finland, yet Toropainen has noted that the profession was inherited in two 

families during his research period.492 

Along with improved legal status, the economic status of Finnish executioners 

also rose during the eighteenth century.493 Already during the seventeenth century, the 

executioners of Åbo had been able to acquire some possessions defined as luxury, and, in the 

eighteenth century, executioners’ annual pay with supplements could correspond to the annual 

income of lower officials in cities. The turnover in the position was low and many executioners 

served for several decades.494 It is likely, however, that changing the esteem of the profession 

in the minds of the ordinary people was a slow process, and individual references indicate that 

the social status may have varied between individual executioners. Niilo Rönblad, a former 

farmhand and a whipper who became the executioner of the Österbotten province in 1754, 

married twice during his lifetime, both times to a peasant’s daughter.495 By contrast, the 

executioner of the Nyland och Tavastehus province, Bryngel Hök, did not have a fixed 

residence in 1760 – he had stayed with his wife and children in the countryside but needed to 

find new housing for the coming winter since they had to leave their abode.496 

Besides implementing capital punishments, executioners often dealt with other 

tasks with no direct link to executions. In France, the official title of executioners was maitre 

des hautes et basses oeuvres, ‘the master of high and low works’, in which the high works 

referred to the execution of capital punishments and non-capital sentences, and the low works 

to tasks related to hygiene or policing.497 It has been argued that combining tasks related to 

hygiene and execution had to do with the stigma attached to these tasks and to the people in 

charge of them. The executioner was a man who kept dirt, disorder and disease out of the 

community. When doing this, he handled sources of pollution, which made him 

dishonourable.498 Interestingly, neither Pascal Bastien nor Gerald Robin has mentioned 

executioners in England practicing such low works.499 According to Bastien, indeed, the low 

                                                 
492 Toropainen 2004, 193; Toropainen 2014. 
493 Kilpinen 1998, 79. 
494 Toropainen 2014; Kilpinen 1998, 79. 
495 Moilanen 2014. 
496 Uudenmaan maaherra Kk mh:lle 20.9.1760, MMA, KLka, Sk, vol. 303, nro 54. In Savolax, in 1806, the 

executioner Allberg lived in a small island in the lake Saimen. Savon alisesta kihlakunnasta Kk mh:lle 

14.5.1806, MMA, KLka, Sk, vol. 508, nro 85. 
497 Friedland 2012, 76. 
498 Evans 1996, 63. 
499 Robin has only noted that the English hangmen were charged with burning books. Robin 1964, 241. 
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works were a particularity of eastern France and the German states, thus of the areas where the 

opprobrium against executioners was the strongest and the endogamy the most rigid.500 

In Finland, too, executioners could be responsible for some additional tasks, yet 

there have been differing views of what these tasks included. Pekka Kilpinen has stated that, 

in Åbo, executioners had to take care of some public whippings, catch loose pigs, collect animal 

carcases from the streets, bury those who had committed suicide and supervise the following 

of orders concerning waste disposal and laundering. Veli Pekka Toropainen has emphasised 

the exceptionality of assigning additional tasks to executioners, since the servants of 

executioners, in Swedish called rackare, usually took care of these tasks.501 Åbo had already 

in the sixteenth century a rackare who himself had at least one servant.502 

The position of rackare among the practitioners of infamous occupations appears 

intriguing, but unfortunately it has not received scholarly attention in Finland. This occupation 

was very likely considered dishonourable, which can be deduced from the attempts of 

authorities to improve its reputation from the late seventeenth century onwards.  The first Royal 

ordinance offering protection to rackare was passed in 1696, while also practical measures 

were taken to improve their position: for instance, burgher wives were given financial 

compensation if they stood as godparents to the children of rackare.503 However, according to 

the statutes, the sons and the servants of executioners were not allowed to serve in the military, 

and they also faced difficulties in getting artisan apprenticeships. Occasionally, the soldiers 

who wished to avoid military service sought their way to rackare position. Therefore, the Royal 

ordinance of 1743 ordered that those who chose this position in order to avoid military service 

should be sentenced to whipping and forced labour at the fortresses.504  

During the nineteenth century, in southern Sweden, the profession of rackare was 

occupied by many Traveller families. Their tasks included butchering and skinning horses, 

killing and skinning dogs and cats, skinning and burying dead animals, castrating domestic 

animals, sweeping chimneys, healing animals, taking down persons who had hung themselves, 

burying criminals and those who had committed suicide, whipping thieves and assisting in 

executions.505 Although no direct references have been discovered which would demonstrate 

                                                 
500 Bastien 2011, 109–110.  
501 Kilpinen 1998, 75; Toropainen 2014; see also Ranta 1975, 707.  
502 Toropainen 2004, 191. 
503 Lindholm 1995, 74. 
504 Kilpinen 1998, 75; Toropainen 2004, 192. In the late eighteenth century, dishonour was still attached to this 

profession. When Jacob Johan Anckarström, the killer of Gustav III, was executed in 1792, his punishment was 

aggravated so that the executioner’s servant was ordered to whip him instead of a profoss – this was obviously 

considered more humiliating. Hedenqvist 2004. 
505 Lindholm 1995, 74–75. 
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that Roma served as executioners in Finland, I have found one example which points to a 

connection between Roma and rackare.   

On the 20th of July, 1749, the executioner of the Nyland och Tavastehus province, 

Bryngel Hök, came to the governor’s office to present a passport on behalf of a hired hand, 

Petter Henriksson, applying to the governor to allow Petter to travel to Åbo. The passport 

shown by Bryngel Hök stated that, on the 14th of June, the governor of Åbo had granted Petter 

Henriksson free travel to Helsingfors. On being asked why Petter had not come himself to 

apply for the permission, the executioner told that Petter had never arrived in Helsingfors but 

had stayed in Esbo parish (located next to Helsingfors). The governor became suspicious and 

told the executioner that Petter Henriksson should present himself in person at the governor’s 

office before permission could be granted.506 

More than a month later, “Zigenern or Tattare” Petter Henriksson finally entered 

the governor’s office. He said that he was the owner of the passport and he had a place of 

service in Åbo at the son of the policeman (gevaldiger) who was a cashier in Nådendal. When 

asked why he had not previously presented himself at the governor’s office, he replied that he 

had been ill in Esbo parish and thus had not been able to come to the office. The executioner 

had helped him during his illness and prepared good medicine for him. He had been in the 

Tavastehus province meeting with his brothers, who were from Helsingfors, but his illness had 

hindered him from continuing his travel to Helsingfors. When the master warden 

(waktmästare) testified that an artillerist in the town, Ludwig Svart, who also was a tattare, 

had said that Petter Henriksson had had a place of service with the executioner in Åbo, Petter 

told that he had entered into service at the cashier, since the executioner had not been able to 

provide him with food.507 

After this questioning, the governor decided to write a letter to the governor of 

Åbo to enquire whether Petter Henriksson was the rightful owner of the passport.508 On his 

response, the governor of Åbo confirmed what Petter had reported on his service relationship. 

However, as the cashier did not want Petter in his service anymore, the governor of Åbo 

requested that his colleague in Helsingfors act with Petter according to the Royal ordinances 

on “Zigeuner and Tartarer”.509 Nevertheless, at least this time, Petter Henriksson did not end 

up in forced labour. A fortification smith applied to take him on, to which Petter agreed. He 

                                                 
506 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 21.8.1749, HMA, ULka, Kkptk, Ca:1. 
507 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 21.8.1749, HMA, ULka, Kkptk, Ca:1. 
508 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 21.8.1749, HMA, ULka, Kkptk, Ca:1. 
509 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 13.10.1749, HMA, ULka, Kkptk, Ca:1. 
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was therefore urged to enter into the smith’s service and, under pain of 10 pairs of lashes, to 

stay there regularly without roaming around the country.510 

This case points to a social connection between Roma and executioners. 

Unfortunately, it is not clear how long Petter had served the executioner of Åbo or what his 

work had included. It is nevertheless interesting to note that Petter’s reputation does not seem 

to have suffered a notable degradation after being connected to the executioner, since he was 

able to enter into service with the son of a policeman who served as a cashier.  

The reference, according to which the executioner had provided Petter Henriksson 

with medicine, is intriguing and bears a resemblance to the situation in Central Europe. 

Although executioners were stigmatised, they were also widely believed to possess 

extraordinary capacities and magical powers. It was believed that they could cure illnesses and 

reset broken or dislocated limbs.511 Due to their profession, executioners had good anatomical 

knowledge which could be applied to medical treatment.512 However, they also had a reputation 

for healing people who suffered from illnesses which ordinary physicians could not cure.513 

Anton Blok notes that the reason people approached executioners for medical 

treatment was in fact the same reason that executioners were avoided in everyday life. 

Executioners had access to bodily products to which magical power was generally attributed. 

They disposed of bodily dirt which was considered polluting, and in some areas they were also 

responsible for the collection and removal of urban refuse. According to Blok, it was 

particularly significant that executioners were in charge of removal of dirt from social spaces 

where its components represented death.514 

Executioners became known for their medical competence primarily in German 

countries and to a lesser extent in France. In most of the French provinces people could freely 

decide whether they would consult an executioner or a surgeon, with the exception of surgical 

operations which were specifically reserved for the surgeon. In London, by contrast, 

executioners were seldom entrusted with medical practice.515 

Since executioners’ servants have not been studied in the Finnish context, it is 

impossible to assess whether Petter Henriksson was an exception or whether other Roma also 

                                                 
510 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 13.10.1749, HMA, ULka, Kkptk, Ca:1. 
511 Spierenburg 1984, 29–31. 
512 Blok 2001, 52–53; Spierenburg 1984, 31; Delarue 1979, 34. 
513 Blok 2001, 53; Delarue 1979, 34. 
514 Blok 2001, 51, 53–54; Spierenburg explains the popular belief in executioners’ magical power by their 

apparent immunity to the sorcery of the witches they burnt, which turned them into magicians in people’s 

minds. Spierenburg 1984, 30. 
515 Bastien 2011, 139. 
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made their livelihood by serving executioners. However, the false story provided by zigenare 

Johan Hultin, in 1815, according to which he had been taken as a parish rackare in Kimito 

parish, does indicate that this may have been an occupation practiced by persons labelled as 

zigenare.516 

Generally speaking, the extent to which the Finnish Roma practiced infamous 

occupations remains unclear. I have discovered very few references to Roma engaging in these 

occupations in eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century Finland: besides the above-described 

rackare case, they consist of few references to horse gelding.517 Furthermore, it is unclear 

whether the gelding of horses was considered infamous at the time, since a relatively good 

reputation was attached to this occupation during the nineteenth century.518 Naturally, the 

scarcity of archival references does not automatically indicate that Roma did not practice 

infamous occupations. For instance, during my research period, horse gelding was work that 

lacked an official status and therefore it is not evident that it was always referred to in official 

sources.519 For the same reason, references to work done by Roma women are almost entirely 

non-existent in the sources, apart from the cases in which they served as maids and thus had an 

official position.  

Furthermore, the connection between Roma and executioners in Finland still 

remains an open question. Nevertheless, it does appear that the status of this profession was 

not unambiguously infamous in eighteenth-century Finland. For sure, not all the executioners 

had an equal standing, and their possible ‘infamy’ may also have varied between different 

regions. Nonetheless, the fact that some executioners could marry peasants’ daughters does 

indicate that engaging in this profession did not automatically lead to segregation from the rest 

of the society. Hence, on the basis of the discovered source material, there are not enough 

grounds to presume that working as executioners would have, as such, notably influenced the 

group formation and the status of the Roma. 

The infamy of executioners seems to reflect their position as a border guard 

between ‘inside’ and ‘outside’, or ‘civilised’ and ‘wild’, in the minds of people: the 

stigmatisation of executioners was a way of maintaining order in the society by keeping 

‘pollution’ outside the community. It is an interesting question whether Roma were also 

                                                 
516 Turun maaherra UH mh:lle 11.10.1815, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:211, nro 124. 
517 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 11.6.1805, HMA, ULka, Kkptk, Ca:2; Lääninkanslian 

kuulustelupöytäkirja 15.12.1806, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
518 Tervonen 2010, 121–123. 
519 This work was partly institutionalised during the nineteenth century when several Roma worked as municipal 

gelders. Tervonen 2010.  
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positioned on the border between civilised and wild in a similar way to executioners. The 

problematisation of their itinerancy, the fact that certain tasks performed by them were 

potentially considered polluting, such as gelding animals, and the occasional references to their 

loose sexual morals, would all point in this direction. Although there is not enough evidence to 

state that practicing infamous occupations had a great impact on the group formation of the 

Roma, it is hardly likely that doing such work improved their status. Therefore, as Minken has 

argued, working in infamous occupations may have strengthened the stigma attached to them.  

Nonetheless, in the Finnish context, the significance of infamy should not be 

overemphasised since, in the sources, Roma are mostly visible as soldiers and horse traders – 

not as practitioners of infamous occupations. Indeed, it is possible that Roma familiarised 

themselves with tasks related to corporal punishment in the military which gradually led to 

their hiring as whippers after a military career became less common among them. Serving as a 

whipper was a fairly common occupation among the Finnish Roma, especially during the latter 

part of the nineteenth century, while, from my research period, I have found two references to 

Roma serving in the regiments as profoss, the maintainer of order and the executioner of capital 

punishment.520 Hence, although infamous occupations did not necessarily have a significant 

impact on the status of the Roma in the eighteenth century, serving in the military may have 

influenced their gravitation to these tasks in a later period. 

It was not only in Finland that the military experience could open up new 

occupational possibilities in civilian society. In Denmark and Norway as well as in the German 

regions, some Travellers (tattare) and ‘Gypsies’ (Zigeuner) held positions connected to police 

work. In German regions they were called Hatschier, Landvisitator or Landleutnant whereas, 

in Denmark and Norway, the terms in use were stodderfogd, bygdevekter or fantefut. The 

holders of these positions were expected to police beggars and travellers, and the profession 

was considered dishonourable. According to Ulrich Opfermann, ‘Gypsies’ sought this work 

after military service ceased to be an option. Military experience as well as knowledge of 

beggars and travellers was valued in this work. In Norway, too, some of the stodderfogd or 

bygdevekter were recruited from among Travellers.521 

Although I have not discovered references to Roma holding such positions in 

eighteenth-century Finland, a letter written by Erik Råsch to the king, in 1787, deals with 

                                                 
520 Pernajan, Myrskylän ja Lapinjärven pitäjän osan talvikäräjät 1773, HMA, Porvoon ja Kymin tuomiokunnan 

konseptituomiokirja, vol. 33, fol. 99v–; Sääksmäen alisen kihlakunnan kihlakunnantuomari UH mh:lle 

29.12.1803 ja Sääksmäen alisen kihlakunnan kruununvouti UH mh:lle 30.12.1803, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:168, 

fol. 535 ja 1799. 
521 Minken 2009, 288. 
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similar questions. Råsch presented himself as a former soldier who had retired after having 

served for 35 years. Reporting on the misdeeds that tattare committed in Finland, Råsch 

requested that he become “the superior of the above-mentioned kin” who would collect taxes 

from them and otherwise keep an eye on them. The king, however, chose not to deal with the 

request.522 Unfortunately, the letter remains silent on the question as to whether Råsch 

identified himself as tattare.523 

Itinerant occupations 

A field you can ride 

Tattarn, who knows the horse and loves horses, often exchanges horses. They say 

themselves that it is Tattarn’s field. For when he exchanges a horse, he necessarily has 

to earn some extra, even though his horse was worse. For the exchange fee they 

themselves request either money or eatables, or a sheep, or a mantle, skin or pieces of 

clothing or tobacco etc.524 

In his essay written in 1780, the chaplain of Rantsila, Kristfrid Ganander, described the 

importance of horses to the Roma in the above-mentioned way. Horses appear to have played 

a significant economic role for the Roma already during the seventeenth century, since 

references to horses show clearly in seventeenth-century Roma-related court records: among 

the 27 court cases found, horses were mentioned in 15 cases.525 The major part of these cases 

                                                 
522 “öfwer man på mera nämde slägte” 
523 Eric Råsch KM:lle 1787, RA, Acta miscellanea (Palmskiölds samling), vol. 4. 
524 “Tattarn, som känner häst och älskar hästar byter ofta hästar. De säga sielf, at det är Tattarns åker. Ty då 

han byter häst, skall han nödwändigt hafwa emellan, ehuru hans häst wore sämre. I mellan-bytesgåfvor begära 

de sielfwe, antingen pengar eller mat wahror, eller et får, eller en wepa, fäld eller klädes persedlar eller Tobak. 

m. m.”, Ganander 1780, §15. 
525 Eight court cases referred to horse trade between tattare and people belonging to the mainstream population 

while, in one case, it was claimed that a horse thief had stolen a horse also from a tattare. Moreover, three cases 

revealed tattare having horses. The further three cases do not point to an actual connection between tattare and 

horses, but they nevertheless indicate that it was commonly known that tattare exchanged horses: in 1675, 

Petter Skytte stated, apparently falsely, that he had received a stolen horse from zigenare, whereas, in 1687, 

Michell Karpinen reported untruthfully that he had acquired a stolen silver tankard from a tattare in a horse 

exchange. Furthermore, a peasant Påel Rytty had spread a rumour according to which inspector Bernherdt 

Cåsper Kustor had a habit of stealing horses from his peasants and exchanging them. In court, Rytty had told to 

Kustor that he exchanged horses like a tattare. A horse stolen from a tattare: Äyräpään kihlakunnan kesäkäräjät 

1662, KA, Jääsken, Lappeen, Rannan ja Äyräpään tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:4, fol. 18–23; 

Viipurin linnassa pidetyt välikäräjät 6.11.1663, KA, Jääsken, Lappeen, Rannan ja Äyräpään tuomiokunnan 

renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:5, fol. 41–46; tattare having horses: Lappeen ylisen kihlakunnan käräjät 30.9.–

2.10.1680, KA, Jääsken, Lappeen, Rannan ja Äyräpään tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:17, fol. 37–

39; Huittisten kreivikunnan syyskäräjät 1652, KA, Ala-Satakunnan tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, I KO 

a:7, fol. 520; Pälkjärven kesä- ja syyskäräjät 1683, KA, Käkisalmen tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO 

a:4, fol. 155v; Petter Skytte: Ruokolahden talvikäräjät 1675, KA, Jääsken, Lappeen, Rannan ja Äyräpään 

tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:15, fol. 12–13; Michell Karpinen: Paltamon talvikäräjät 1687, KA, 

Pohjois-Pohjanmaan tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:7, fol. 9–10; Påel Rytty: Raudun, Sakkolan ja 
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was located in eastern Finland.526 

In an agrarian society, a horse was a valuable animal used in agricultural work, 

transport as well as in the military. Apart from horse exchange, experience and knowledge of 

horses enabled various means of earning in many indispensable tasks, such as curing, shoeing 

and gelding horses as well as producing equipment. Skills in these tasks could be handed down 

in the family: for instance, zigenare Henric Korp told in his interrogation, in 1806, that he was 

a farrier in Ilmola parish, as was his father, Matts Vallerius Korp.527 Even though it was more 

common for the Roma to exchange horses than to actually sell them, they often earned profit 

in exchanges, as Ganander wrote. Archival sources show that the exchange fees that Roma 

received in horse exchanges could vary from money to silver goblets, cloths, meat or hay.528 

Horse trading was a significant source of livelihood also among the Swedish and 

Norwegian Travellers (tattare), and it was often combined with other tasks such as gelding and 

skinning dead animals. Along with horse gelding, Travellers often practiced some handicraft 

or trade activities. The skinning of horses was associated with a very strong stigma still in the 

late nineteenth and the early twentieth centuries. While infamy may have been connected to 

the gelding of horses, too, this work gradually developed into a profession which could be 

respected in Finland, at least during the later centuries. Notable economic importance and, at 

the same token, significant economic risks were attached to it, and succeeding in the task 

required expertise. In the context of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Antti 

Häkkinen has drawn a difference between gelding horses and castrating other, smaller animals: 

while the first activity was often respected, the latter one was held in contempt.529 

                                                 
Pyhäjärven kesä- ja syyskäräjät 1687, KA, Käkisalmen tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:8, fol. 205v–

207. 
526 Seven cases were located to the Kexholm province, four to eastern Finland whereas Nedre Satakunta and 

northern Finland both had only two horse-related court cases. Especially the cases referring to horse exchange 

were centered to the Kexholm province: in this province, five court cases referred to a horse exchange 

performed by tattare. 
527 Vaasan maaherra Kk mh:lle 6.11.1806, MMA, KLka, Sk, vol. 503, nro 46, liitteenä ptk. 6.11.1806. 
528 Money: Helsingin pitäjän ylimääräiset käräjät 11.3.1805, KA, Porvoon ja Kymin tuomiokunnan renovoitu 

tuomiokirja, KO a:62, s. 1795; Rautalammin syyskäräjät 1780, KA, Rautalammin tuomiokunnan renovoitu 

tuomiokirja, KO a:4, fol. 436v–; Pernajan, Myrskylän ja Lapinjärven pitäjän osan talvikäräjät 1788, KA, 

Porvoon ja Kymin tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:43, fol. 530–; Iitin talvikäräjät 1800, KA, 

Kymenkartanon läänin Hollolan tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:25, fol. 363–; Iitin syyskäräjät 

1802, KA, Kymenkartanon läänin Hollolan tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:28, fol. 2444v–; Silver 

goblets: Pohjanmaan maaherra UH mh:lle 29.5.1751, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:53, fol. 1642–, liitteenä ptk. 

20.11.1750; Cloths: Porvoon ja Mäntsälän pitäjien syyskäräjät 1758, KA, Porvoon ja Kymin tuomiokunnan 

renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:11, fol. 826; Meat: Iitin talvikäräjät 1800, KA, Kymenkartanon läänin Hollolan 

tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:25, fol. 363–; Hay: Iitin talvikäräjät 1800, KA, Kymenkartanon 

läänin Hollolan tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:25, fol. 363–. 
529 Minken 2009, e.g. 269–270; Tervonen 2010, 122; Häkkinen 2005, 240–242, 245–247. 
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In Finland, too, horse exchange as well as shoeing and curing horses was 

combined with other sources of livelihood. Horse exchange was practiced for instance during 

military leave, and even travel permits were often granted for this purpose. In August 1761, 

zigenare Christian Pettersson Lind, who served as a soldier in the Crown Prince’s Regiment, 

had received from the governor of Lovisa a passport of nine months to Umeå, located on the 

eastern coast of Sweden. When imprisoned among other ‘Gypsies’ in February 1762, in Åbo, 

Lind had four horses with him. He said that he practiced horse trading and was then returning 

from market.530 Moreover, zigenare Johan Hultin, who served in the Adlercreutz Regiment, 

had practiced horse exchange along with military service, as had Matts Hag and Carl Brun, 

who served in the Savolax Jäger Corps.531 

References to Roma performing horse-related tasks are so frequent in the sources 

that it seems evident that their experience with horses was valued among the mainstream 

population – even though, in the complaints concerning ‘Gypsies’, they were often accused of 

cheating in horse trading or sale. People who took Roma into their service benefited from their 

skills. Yet there appears to have been some contradiction between the demand for their skills 

among the local population and the concerns of authorities about the mobility that was 

connected to these tasks. In July 1766, Carl Johan Weissman, sergeant major of the Life 

Dragoon Regiment, sent his hired hand, zigenare Jacob Tranström, for two months to the Åbo 

och Björneborg province to acquire two horses for him. However, when Tranström was 

arrested in September, the certificate given to him by Weissman was not considered an 

appropriate passport, and he was thus sentenced to serve in the enlisted regiments.532 

Although Jacob Tranström was hardly an exception, horse-related skills could 

provide some security in encounters with authorities. For instance, Ludwig Roos avoided 

forced labour conviction after being discharged from the Adlercreutz Regiment in 1805. He 

was sent to his domicile in Vasa province where he had, according to his account, served as a 

farrier. By contrast, Carl Carlsson Ahlström, discharged from the same regiment, was sent to 

                                                 
530 Turun kämnerinoikeuden pöytäkirja 9.2.1762, KA, Raastuvanoikeuksien renovoidut tuomiokirjat, z:261, fol. 

251–260; On ‘Gypsy soldiers’, who were given travelling permits for the purpose of horse trading, see also 

Turun kämnerinoikeuden pöytäkirja 18.6.1763, KA, Raastuvanoikeuksien renovoidut tuomiokirjat, z:262, fol. 

967–973 (dragoon Johan Bergström) and Hollolan ylisen kihlakunnan kruununvouti UH mh:lle 18.8.1800, 

HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:157, fol. 1222, nro 85 (load driver Ludwig Baltzar). 
531 Hultin: Helsingin pitäjän ylimääräiset käräjät 11.3.1805, KA, Porvoon ja Kymin tuomiokunnan renovoitu 

tuomiokirja, KO a:62, fol. 1795; Eversti Adlercreutz UH mh:lle 7.6.1805, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:170, fol. 1674; 

Heinolan maaherra UH mh:lle 14.1.1806, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:174, fol. 1421; Pernajan talvikäräjät 1806, KA, 

Porvoon ja Kymin tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:63, fol. 77; Hag and Brun: Tohmajärven 

ylimääräiset käräjät 16–17.2.1776, KA, Karjalan tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:48. 
532 Turun kämnerinoikeuden pöytäkirja 18.9.1766, KA, Raastuvanoikeuksien renovoidut tuomiokirjat, z:264. 
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do forced labour at the Sveaborg workhouse, although he had stated that he had skills in horse 

gelding.533 

It does seem that the authorities recognised at least partly that many horse-related 

tasks required some mobility, and individual examples refer to the granting of official status to 

such occupations. During the early years of the 1720s, tattare Jeremias Hommonen received 

permission from the governor to acquire horses for the inhabitants by travelling around the 

country.534 It is likely that Hommonen was the same person as Jeremias Johansson Hommonen, 

who had already in 1696 received, with his father and father-in-law, a croft at the farm of 

Cavalry Master Henrich Ekestubbe in Olkkala, Vichtis.535 Apparently, Jeremias Hommonen 

also cured horses: in 1701, he had agreed with Maria Bertillsdotter that he would treat a horse 

but, in the end, was not able to cure the horse’s limp.536 As has been noted above, Ludvig 

Bertilson Sambo was also granted permission by Governor Gustav Creutz to live in Lillkyrö 

parish on condition that he would acquire horses for the peasants and pay taxes for himself and 

his wife.537 

From the seventeenth century onwards, horses were an element tightly linked with 

‘Gypsies’ at two levels. As some of the seventeenth-century court cases show, exchanging 

horses was already then regarded as a characteristic custom of tattare, bearing at least partly a 

negative connotation, since, in the court material, this activity was sometimes linked with 

criminality. This conception was not foreign in the eighteenth century, when ‘Gypsies’ were 

accused of cheating in horse exchanges or ‘bothering people’ with their horse exchange. 

Nonetheless, despite these complaints, the great number of horse-related references in the 

sources demonstrates that there was a demand for their expertise in this area. Therefore, the 

connection between horses and ‘Gypsies’ did not manifest itself only at the level of discourse, 

but horse-related tasks constituted a significant source of livelihood for the Roma at the 

concrete level as well. Given that a notable part of the court cases concerning Roma in the 

eighteenth century dealt with horse thefts, the activity was not entirely disconnected from 

                                                 
533 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 11.6.1805, HMA, ULka, Kkptk, Ca:2; Eversti Adlercreutz UH mh:lle 

7.6.1805, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:170, fol. 1674. 
534 Espoon pitäjän sekä Kortjärven ja Enäjärven verokuntien talvikäräjät 1733, KA, Raaseporin tuomiokunnan 

renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:33, fol. 92–92v. 
535 Hommonen was able to present a decision on the matter given by Count Carl Bonde, the former governor of 

the Nyland och Tavastehus province. Hollolan ja Tennilän pitäjien syyskäräjät 1702, KA, Porvoon ja Hollolan 

tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:22, fol. 192–193. 
536 Helsingin ja Nurmijärven talvikäräjät 1701, KA, Porvoon ja Hollolan tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, 

KO a:21, fol. 75–77. 
537 Pohjanmaan maaherra UH mh:lle 29.5.1751, liitteenä Pietarsaaren pitäjän syyskäräjien pöytäkirja 

20.11.1750, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:53, fol. 1641–. 
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criminality. Symbolically, horses played an important part in constructing an image of the 

‘Gypsy’ who travels and is close to nature. At the same time, however, horse-related tasks 

acted in establishing contacts between Roma and the mainstream population and, in some 

cases, tied Roma quite closely to local communities. 

A tinkling load 

Many itinerant economic activities which the Roma practiced for living had an 

unofficial status in the sense that they did not provide their practitioners a legal position. Yet 

some occupations which required mobility were officially recognised, and one among these 

was selling glassware. Many references demonstrate that Roma served as glassware sellers in 

the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.  

During the eighteenth century, glassware was sold in towns through commission 

merchants. They were willing to take glassware for sale, as its demand increased in the latter 

part of the century. In the countryside, however, the founding of shops was forbidden. Although 

peddling was, generally speaking, prohibited as well, glassware and porcelain manufactures 

were given a special dispensation for increasing their sales through peddling.538 Travelling 

glassware sellers539 consisted of three different categories.  The first category included full-

time glassware sellers, who were under the service of the glass factory. The second category 

was heterogeneous, and included, for instance, tenant farmers, farmhands and tenant labourers 

of the region who wished to acquire extra income in wintertime by the sale of glassware. 

Furthermore, former soldiers, artisans and seamen could embark on the business. The third 

category consisted of parish glaziers, whose significance increased towards the mid-nineteenth 

century.540 

In 1748, the Åvik glass factory was founded in Somero by the clerk of the Royal 

War College, Jacob Reinhold Depong. During the three following decades, it remained the 

only glass factory in Finland; it dominated the market as the importation of glassware was 

forbidden and the glassware produced in the Swedish factories was also sold on the Swedish 

side.541 As the factory had an exceptionally large market, the trade trips of the glassware sellers 

were equally long. The sellers travelled with horses, which were a necessity, and the products 

                                                 
538 Seela 1985, 63–65, 73; Annala 1931, 44. 
539 During the eighteenth century, travelling glassware sellers were known by the names “glasförare” 

(‘glassware driver’), “glasdragare” (‘glassware drawer’) and “glashandlare” (‘glassware trader’). Seela 1985, 

64. 
540 Seela 1985, 67; Fewster 1991, 90. 
541 Annala 1931, 29–43. 
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were transported by sleigh. Before the salesman could leave for a trip, the factory often required 

a well-established peasant in the locality to secure the value of the load. Some glassware sellers 

also collected broken glass and delivered it to the factory.542 

Many of the Roma glassware sellers worked for the Åvik glass factory, but they 

served other factories as well: individual references point to Roma having worked for the 

Ingeris, Berga, and Notsjö glass factories.543 Selling glassware probably suited well the 

economic activities of at least part of the Roma. It legalised travelling and provided the seller 

with an official status. At the same time, being on the road selling glassware enabled the 

practice of other, unofficial itinerant activities, such as horse trading or various handicrafts. For 

instance, Johan Hultin, a former soldier discharged from the Adlercreutz Regiment in 1805, 

was said to have sold glassware in Nackskog village on behalf of the Somero glass factory. He 

succeeded in exchanging stolen horses in the same village, since he had often exchanged and 

sold horses in the region and was regarded as reputable.544 Being used to travelling and having 

social contacts within a broader geographical area was certainly an advantage in selling 

glassware, which may explain the willingness of glass factories to hire Roma for the job. 

Moreover, it was not uncommon for the Roma to have horses, which were needed on trade 

trips.  

During the eighteenth century, glassware sellers could travel rather freely but, as 

the number of sellers increased significantly during the latter part of the century, complaints 

began to be raised about the deceitfulness and misdeeds of the travelling sellers as well as their 

misuse and smuggling of spirits.545 In 1750, the king remarked that “the so-called glassware 

drivers”546 often travelled around the country, carrying only passports written by the personnel 

of the glass factory. Since this enabled all sorts of frauds, the king declared that, from then on, 

those who travelled around with glassware needed to have a passport written either by the 

governor or the nearest town council. The passport had to be written for particular regions and 

                                                 
542 Seela 1985, 68, 70; Fewster 1991, 91. 
543 Ingeris: Helsingin, Nurmijärven ja Tuusulan pitäjän osan syyskäräjät 1801, KA, Porvoon ja Kymin 

tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:57, fol. 1142–; Berga: Oriveden pitäjän talvikäräjät 1798, KA, Ylä-

Satakunnan ylisen tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:18, fol. 117v; Notsjö: Tammelan pitäjän 

ylimääräiset käräjät 1.–2.10.1798, HMA, Sääksmäen alisen tuomiokunnan arkisto, Sääksmäen käräjäkunnan 

välikäräjien pöytäkirjat, Cc:1, fol. 345v–346. 
544 Helsingin pitäjän ylimääräiset käräjät 11.3.1805, KA, Porvoon ja Kymin tuomiokunnan renovoitu 

tuomiokirja, KO a:62, fol. 1795; Eversti Adlercreutz UH mh:lle 7.6.1805, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:170, fol. 1674; 

Heinolan maaherra UH mh:lle 14.1.1806, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:174, fol. 1421; Pernajan talvikäräjät 1806, KA, 

Porvoon ja Kymin tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:63, fol. 77. 
545 Seela 1985, 65. Already in 1686, glazier had been mentioned along with clasp smith and tinker in the Royal 

resolution concerning the travelling of vagrants. Stiernman, Alla riksdagars och mötens besluth III, 2000–2001. 
546 “så kallade glasförare” 
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a specific time period. If a seller lacked a passport, he was to be regarded as having practiced 

illegal trade and had to be returned to his domicile.547 

At times, the complaints concerning glassware sellers were directed particularly 

towards Roma: the governor of Åbo expressed several times his frustration at the travelling of 

Roma under the permission of glassware sellers. In January 1774, the governor of Åbo, 

Christoffer Johan Rappe, reported to the governor of Nyland och Tavastehus that some 

“Tartarer” had been imprisoned while visiting the Åbo market. One among them was Georg 

Borglund, who had presented a passport given to him by the governor of Nyland och 

Tavastehus which allowed him, a glassware seller of the Åvik glass factory, to sell glassware 

in the provinces of Nyland och Tavastehus, Åbo, as well as Österbotten.548  

Referring to the Royal prohibition on the travelling of tattare, Rappe requested 

that the governor of Nyland och Tavastehus not grant them travelling permits to his province 

under the name of glassware sellers, in order to prevent other tattare from banding together 

with them. He sent Borglund back to the Åvik glass factory and stated that, from then on, if 

zigenare were granted travel permits to his province, he would have them arrested and sent 

back.549 Borglund may have been previously known in Åbo, since the treasurer’s court 

(kämnärs rätt) had convicted a glassware seller with the same name and some other ‘Gypsies’ 

for drunkenness and roaring, in 1763, and for drunkenness and brawl during the market time, 

in 1766.550 

In 1779, the son of zigenare and burgher Carl Palm, Fredric Österman, was 

arrested and interrogated by the governor of Nyland och Tavastehus after having travelled with 

a group of over ten persons whose behaviour had raised complaints. The party consisted of 

Carl Palm’s relatives and some other zigenare, many of whom were soldiers on leave. Fredric 

Österman had a travelling permit which allowed him to sell glassware in the province on behalf 

of the Åvik glass factory. However, as the group was accused of violence and some thefts, 

Fredric was condemned to whipping and sent back to the factory where he was to be kept in 

                                                 
547 KM Kk mh:lle 17.10.1750, MMA, KLka, Sk, vol. 282, nro 41. 
548 Turun maaherra UH mh:lle 21.1.1774, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:105b, fol. 791, nro 9. 
549 Turun maaherra UH mh:lle 21.1.1774, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:105b, fol. 791, nro 9, liitteenä 11.10.1773 

myönnetty matkapassi, fol. 796; a letter from the governor of Åbo concerning the same issue: “At Tattare icke 

må få stryka landet ikring såsom Glas Föraren”, Turun maaherra UH mh:lle 1.5.1770, HMA, ULka, 

Saapuneiden kirjeiden diaari, Aa:8, nro 37; In October 1801, zigenare Abraham Hultin, who was a glassware 

seller in the Åvik glass factory, was sent to Tavastehus with his wife and two children by the governor of Åbo. 

Turun maaherra UH mh:lle 16.10.1801, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:159, fol. 1209, nro 95. 
550 Turun kämnerinoikeuden pöytäkirja 18.6.1763, KA, Raastuvanoikeuksien renovoidut tuomiokirjat, z:262, 

fol. 967–973; Turun kämnerinoikeuden pöytäkirja 18.9.1766, KA, Raastuvanoikeuksien renovoidut 

tuomiokirjat, z:264. 
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work and not allowed to travel around the country selling glassware. Moreover, Fredric’s wife, 

Hedvig, was punished by birching and sent to the factory with him.551 

Although travelling was permitted for the glassware sellers – indeed, it was the 

precondition for the entire economic activity – it is clear that this status did not provide those 

labelled ‘Gypsies’ a fully secure position. This resembles in many ways the discussion 

concerning travelling Roma soldiers. According to the explicitly mentioned concern, granting 

travelling permits to Roma – either under the status of soldiers or glassware sellers – enabled 

other Roma to ‘band together’ with them, resulting in large Roma groups wandering around 

the country. There was an apparent contradiction between the benefits of ‘employers’ – be it 

glass factories or military regiments – and the general idea that ‘Gypsies’ were not allowed to 

roam around the country. In other words, granting travelling permits to Roma according to the 

custom of certain professions clashed with the widespread attitude, enhanced by several 

prohibitions concerning the travelling of ‘Gypsies’, according to which their mobility was to 

be hindered.  

Indeed, there are many examples which demonstrate that carrying travelling 

permits did not automatically guarantee secure travel. This supports the argument of Luca 

Scholz, according to which the practical value of pre-modern letters of passage was negotiated 

at the grass-roots level, in the encounters between their bearers and the officials who controlled 

them. In the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Holy Roman Empire, disputes surrounding the 

validity of letters of passage were not infrequent. Although, to a certain extent, these disputes 

concerned authenticity and the technicalities of identification, the parties also negotiated 

legitimate means of movement while fighting over the validity of these letters.552   

In 1781, a circular sent to governors forbade the employment of tattare as 

glassware sellers, yet it appears that this prohibition did not have a great impact in practice. In 

1800, the travelling of glassware sellers was discussed in the Diet, both among the peasants 

and the burghers. Burghers were willing to ban the activities of glassware sellers entirely. In 

their appeal to the king, they requested that the so-called glassware and porcelain sellers who 

travelled around the country be included in the prohibition concerning the travelling of the 

“Tartarer and Ziguenare”.553 Nevertheless, the estates requested a statement on the matter from 

the Chamber Collegium, which considered that the activities of glassware sellers were more of 

use than of harm, since, besides benefiting factories, they enabled the purchase of glassware 

                                                 
551 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 9.8.1779, HMA, ULka, Kkptk, Ca:2.  
552 Scholz 2016, 165–170. 
553 Minken 2009, 300. 
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also in remote locations and provided people with low income the opportunity to gain earnings. 

The decision made in the Diet was a compromise which maintained the travelling glassware 

trade but simultaneously placed it under control. From then on, the sellers were obliged to have 

an official passport and a catalogue of their items. When they arrived in a town market, they 

had to present their passport to the duty guard. Six persons at most were allowed to travel in 

one group of sellers and the factories could hire only reputable people as glassware sellers. It 

seems, however, that the following of these orders was not well monitored.554 In Sweden, the 

direct sale of glassware to the houses was prohibited, in 1822.555 In Finland, however, the 

statute of 1868, which forbade peddling, still granted exception to the trade of glassware and 

earthern vessels.556 

In statutes, glassware sellers were sometimes named side by side with zigenare, 

tattare, or vagrants.557 The similar social status attached to these categories could occasionally 

give rise to questions concerning ethnicity. The case concerning Börje Rudberg/Johan 

Hultqvist is an illustrative example of this. “A vagrant who called himself Börje Rudberg”558 

was arrested in Nådendal in 1764 and, during his interrogation, he stated that his name was 

Johan Hultqvist. According to him, he was a soldier furloughed from the regiment of General 

Carl Björnberg, the company of Captain Adam Fredrik von Köhler. Hultqvist was asked 

whether he was a “Zigienn or Tattare”, to which he gave a negative reply and said that he was 

originally from Småland (located in southern Sweden), where his father was a glassware seller. 

As he was further asked how he had come to know burgher Carl Palm and the “Tattare under 

him”559, he answered that he had met Palm in the Borgå market. Palm had taken him as a hired 

hand who was supposed to accompany Palm on his journeys and take care of his horses.560 

This is an interesting case, as it helps to shed light on the way in which the 

borderline between ‘ethnic’ and ‘social’ was constructed in the minds of eighteenth-century 

people. The case reveals that the ethnicity of a person was not always evident for authorities, 

and, at least in not all cases could it be judged from appearance. It could be difficult to make 

ethnic categorisations among people who shared similar social status and a similar way of life. 

A non-Roma staying or travelling with the so-called zigenare could be mistaken for a zigenare 

by authorities, even though the ethnic divides among the people themselves were clear. Hence, 
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560 Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirja 27.2.1764, KA, Raastuvanoikeuksien renovoidut tuomiokirjat, q:33. 
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this case seems to indicate that way of life was a more important factor defining ethnicity for 

authorities than for the target group itself. 

Glassware sellers were a mobile occupational group that could be sometimes 

referred to in the same way as Roma when wishing to hinder the identification of certain people. 

When executioner Bryngel Hök was interrogated, in 1750, for violence on the road against a 

peasant named Erik Eriksson, he was asked about the man and the women who had been 

travelling with him. Hök answered that he did not know their names but he had heard that the 

women had arrived in the region from Stockholm the previous autumn and that they traded in 

glassware. This was a false story, however, and Hök admitted later that the man had been the 

executioner of Degerby, travelling with his sister and another executioner’s widow.561 

Far from being particular to the Finnish Roma, selling glassware was among the 

most typical occupations that Travellers (tattare) engaged in on the western side of the Swedish 

Kingdom, and it was practiced also in Norway, although less often than in Sweden. Moreover, 

in southern and north-western Germany, ‘Gypsies’ worked as travelling traders for porcelain- 

and glassware factories during the eighteenth century.562 In the western part of the Swedish 

Kingdom, glassware sellers travelled frequently with their families. While soldiers often sold 

glassware during their leaves, the occupation could also be combined with other trades, such 

as porcelain trading or gelding horses. At the turn of the century, the importance of selling 

glassware decreased, while other activities gained more ground.563 One among them was 

collecting raw material for rag paper mills, described by Leo Lucassen as an example of “a 

complementary relationship between industry and itinerant occupations”.564 This activity 

resembled glassware trade in its dependence on itinerant sellers. The Swedish Travellers had 

engaged in this activity already during the eighteenth century, and its importance increased at 

the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.565 In Finland, too, there are references to 

Roma having worked for rag paper mills during the nineteenth century.566 

                                                 
561 Hauhon talvikäräjät 1750, KA, Hollolan tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:1, fol. 511v. 
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From dung to gun 

Military needs influenced the economic activities of Roma also in ways other than 

directly through military enlistment, with Roma having worked in saltpetre production in the 

eighteenth century. Saltpetre is a natural potassium nitrate used for producing gunpowder. In 

the Swedish Kingdom, the production of saltpetre was launched by Gustav Vasa (the king of 

Sweden 1523–1560) and the seventeenth-century wars that burned a huge amount of 

gunpowder gave a great incentive for intensifying the saltpetre production.567 

Manure was an important source of saltpetre. In a warm climate, an ordinary soil 

near people’s houses could become rich in saltpetre while in Finland saltpetre mainly formed 

in the soil underlying cowsheds and stables. Even in these places, only a thin layer of saltpetre 

formed naturally. Therefore, from the seventeenth century onwards, the forming of saltpetre 

was aided by digging the soil under the cowsheds in order to make it soft and by mixing this 

soil with rotting refuse, such as offal and food waste, grass, spoiled hay, straw, crushed twigs 

or heather as well as peat. Urine and manure trickled through the floor down to this layer, which 

in time became enriched with saltpetre. At the beginning of the 1780s, most saltpetre was still 

obtained from the soil below buildings, but, around the middle of the eighteenth century, the 

building of particular ‘saltpetrebarns’ began. Separating the saltpetre from the soil was a long 

process: the soil was first leached, after which the obtained solution was boiled. During the 

boiling, crystals of saltpetre began to separate from the solution.568 

In the beginning, saltpetre was produced in particular boiling plants (sjuderi, 

keittämö) where farms were obliged to deliver necessary materials. In 1634, taxpayers started 

to settle their saltpetre share with currency. After that, production in boiling plants gradually 

ceased and moved to the areas where suitable soil could be obtained and where the Crown’s 

saltpetre boilers took care of the production. In 1723, parishes were divided into boiling 

districts (keittopiiri). The landowners could choose whether they wanted to belong to the 

boiling districts (keittokunta) and let the Crown’s boilers produce saltpetre from the soil below 

their buildings or to produce it themselves and hand the saltpetre over to the Crown for 

compensation.569 

The boiling of saltpetre took place in summer, between the beginning of May and 

the end of September, and the saltpetre boilers spent this period in their boiling districts moving 
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from one boiling place to another, according to a specific plan. In winter, they were supposed 

to earn their livelihood at their stable residence by, for instance, handicraft work or taking care 

of their crofts. During the boiling period, the boilers apparently agreed with the house owners 

on their lodging and provisioning, and they were ordered not to cause disruption in the villages. 

The status of saltpetre boilers can be compared with that of enlisted personnel. They were 

mustered yearly and commanded to service. Furthermore, the sentences passed for offences 

and neglects, such as whipping, gauntlet, and fines, resembled the punishments of the military 

men. For serious offences, saltpetre boilers could end up in the military. Like the military 

personnel, saltpetre boilers were exempted from paying personal tax (mantalspenningar).570 

During the eighteenth century, saltpetre boiling was also an itinerant occupation. 

Nevertheless, it was not entirely comparable to the glassware trade, since the boilers could not 

decide themselves where they wished to travel. Instead, they had to follow a specific route, 

moving from one boiling place to another. The state strove to recruit vagrants as boilers, and 

some people identified as zigenare/tattare also engaged in this activity.571 For instance, Ludvig 

Bertilson Sambo, the previously mentioned former soldier in the Björneborg Infantry 

Regiment, requested in 1750 the parson of Lillkyrö, Henric Wallenborg, to ask on his behalf 

that he would be taken as a saltpetre boiler.572 

Nevertheless, Roma were not always accepted to work in saltpetre boiling. In 

1787, the governor of Nyland och Tavastehus granted a passport to Johan Berg, Matts Berg 

and Johan Fredrick, who had said that they would become saltpetre boilers in the Uleåborg 

province. The director responsible for saltpetre boiling in the Vasa and Uleåborg provinces 

announced, however, that ‘Gypsies’ would no longer be taken as saltpetre boilers, since most 

of those who had been involved with the production until then had been unstable and of no use 

to the Crown. Moreover, there was no shortage of men in the production of saltpetre at the 

time. The governor of Vasa stated that, in the Vasa and Uleåborg provinces, the men could not 

be directed to any public work and, even less so, to private service, since the inhabitants bore, 

partly based on prejudices and partly based on experience, “disgust and fear for this kin”573, 

and feared their addiction to robberies and fights as well as other crimes and misdeeds. Since 

                                                 
570 Tommila 1937, 63–64; Lext 1968, 59. 
571 About recruiting vagrants, see, for instance, Joh Hongberg UH mh:lle 20.2.1748, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:44, 
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the governor could not allow the men to wander around, he sent them back to the governor of 

Nyland och Tavastehus, requesting that the governor set them to work for an undefined time 

in Sveaborg “where they are best suited for the worst and the untidiest work from which the 

native inhabitants of the country could be freed and used in less disgusting tasks”.574 

In spite of these bitter words, the overall picture was not this negative, and the 

Roma’s work in saltpetre boiling could be valued. In September 1776, tattare Samuel 

Bållström received a certificate for his work in saltpetre boiling in Pattijoki, Österbotten. 

According to the certificate, he had behaved honourably and well while serving as a hired hand 

for over five weeks. Besides having received pay for his work, he had eaten for free daily at 

the house of his master. Possibly the same person worked as a hired hand in saltpetre boiling 

in Siikajoki, Österbotten, the following summer and received a positive certificate for his work. 

However, as the man’s name is written Samuel Borgström in the certificate, it is not clear 

whether this was the same or two different persons.575 

Handy folk 

In the archival material, references to the economic activities of the Roma usually 

consist of short, fragmentary mentions. Furthermore, the sources are probably silent about 

many activities that were perhaps regarded too evident at the time or were not considered to be 

relevant for the purpose the source was created for. Nevertheless, several sources indicate that 

it was common for Roma to earn their livelihood by combining different economic activities, 

which required mobility. Of course, some Roma had a year-long service relationship and thus 

worked more or less permanently in one place (although, even in some of these cases, they may 

occasionally have practiced, for instance, horse trading with the permission of their masters). 

Yet it was often necessary for the Roma to combine different activities in order to make a 

living. Indeed, even the activities which provided Roma with an official status, such as military 

service, selling glassware or working in saltpetre boiling, did not guarantee them a livelihood 
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for the entire year. Glassware was sold in winter, saltpetre boilers worked in summertime, and 

enlisted soldiers were often put on leave for months without pay. It is obvious that people 

engaging in these activities needed to have additional sources of livelihood.   

References to Roma having craft skills or having practiced handicrafts are scarce 

in eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century sources. The explanation for this probably lies in 

the fact that authorities were seldom interested in looking into skills or activities that did not 

provide a person an official status. Moreover, in the interrogations or court hearings, Roma 

were probably less motivated to mention skills or activities which were not officially 

recognised. Indeed, Anne Minken has noted that, in the Swedish and Norwegian parish records, 

the occupation of a horsegelder occurred much more frequently than that of a skinner. She 

locates the reason for this in the fact that, although both of these activities were regarded as 

infamous, horsegelder had a higher status.576  

Presumably for the same reason, references to work done by Roma women are 

nearly non-existent in the sources. It is also interesting that my source material contains very 

few references to begging. Based on the research conducted by Anne Minken, this means of 

livelihood is more visible in the sources from other Nordic countries.577 It was very common 

to complain about the begging of people identified as zigenare or tattare in Finland, too. Yet 

when being interrogated by the governor or questioned in court, Roma seldom admitted that 

they had been begging. There are only individual examples, such as Matts Hag, Carl Brun, and 

Jacob Johansson who reported in court that they had earned their livelihood by begging, partly 

combined with horse exchange.578 Also Otto Ottosson, questioned by the governor of the Åbo 

province, reported that the source of livelihood of his family had consisted of what Christian 

people had given them and what Otto had earned by horse trading. Otto said that he was born 

“of a Gypsy kin” in Sweden, in Hälsingland.579 Unfortunately, the sources provide us with no 

possibility to reconstruct the practices that surrounded this activity, as is the case with later 

time periods.580 

The silence of the source material concerning the informal economic activities of 

the Roma has led some scholars to take this silence at face value: to hold that Roma/Travellers 

did not engage in any ‘real’ economic activities needed by the local population and that their 

                                                 
576 Minken 2009, 267. 
577 Minken 2009, 271. 
578 Tohmajärven ylimääräiset käräjät 16–17.2.1776, KA, Karjalan tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO 

a:48. 
579 Turun maaherra UH mh:lle 26.6.1753, liitteenä pöytäkirja 25.6.1753, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:58, fol. 1068. 
580 Tervonen 2010, 104–115. 
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itineracy was characterised by hostility rather than reciprocity between population groups. This 

view was clearly expressed by Birgitta Svensson who, when examining a criminal investigation 

of a ‘tattare’ group accussed of arson in the 1760s, stated: “The Tattare party at the 

investigation in Glumslöv state that they have occupations such as soldiers and glassware 

traders. However, their everyday life seems to consist of travelling itself – demanding food and 

accommodation at people’s houses by threatening them with revenge – rather than of any 

proper work.”581 Although we lack sources that could properly cast light on the versatility of 

their activities, it seems improbable that the Roma could have made their living merely by 

threatening the local population. Miika Tervonen’s work on later time periods has 

demonstrated the wide variety of economic activities that Roma men and women engaged in 

while travelling and lodging in peasants’ houses.582  

The general muteness of the source material makes the description written in 1713 

by Lorentz Clerk, the governor of the Österbotten province, all the more intriguing. He was 

writing about the Roma who had fled the Great Northern War to southern Österbotten and 

noted that the men worked as tinkers whereas the women told fortunes, cupped, performed 

magic and advised other women on medical remedies.583 This is an interesting description, 

since it contains references to several activities which are entirely absent in other source 

material. While tinker was a common occupation among the Travellers (tattare) on the western 

side of the kingdom, I have found no other references to this activity from Finland.584  

In the early nineteenth century, some Roma mentioned in the governor’s 

interrogation that they had skills in reedmaking. In the nineteenth century, Finland lacked 

expertise in reedmaking, and most of the reeds were bought from travelling Dalecarlian 

peasants, who made reeds as their secondary occupation.585 Apparently, there was also some 

demand for the skills that Roma had in this field. Reedmaking was a typical activity among the 

Swedish and Norwegian Travellers as well. It was also common for them to sell spices, but I 

                                                 
581 “Tattarsällskapet vid rannsakningen i Glumslöv säger sig ha yrken som soldater och glasförare. Deras 

vardag tycks dock mera bestå i sjelva resandet – där man kräver mat och husrum hos folk under hot om hämnd 

– än i något egentligt arbete.” Svensson 1993, 95. 
582 Tervonen 2010, 100–135. 
583 Alanen 1948, 192. 
584 Anne Minken has highlighted that Nordic Travellers (tattare) and German ‘Gypsies’ engaged in rather 

similar occupations, with the exception of that of tinker and infamous occupations that played a minor role if 

any for the German ‘Gypsies’. Minken 2009, 276–277. 
585 Virrankoski 1963, 365–368. 
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have not found references to this activity in Finland.586 One of the interrogatees in Finland who 

reported that he was able to make reeds also mentioned that he had skills in coppersmithing.587 

Besides reeds, Swedish and Norwegian Travellers prepared clasps and, as we have 

seen, in Sweden, the term clasp smith had become nearly synonymous with the term tattare. 

Interestingly, the Finnish sources appear to lack references to Roma having made clasps. 

Nevertheless, in 1730, Petter Henriksson Wennerström and Anna Christiansdotter stood in 

court accused of having indulged in fornication while travelling around the country. In the court 

decision, Petter Wennerström is identified as a “tartare and soldier”,588 whereas Anna 

Christiansdotter is said to have belonged to “the so-called clasp smith party”.589 Unfortunately, 

these categories are not further described or defined in the source, nor are the possible 

differences between tattare and clasp smiths discussed. The case nevertheless indicates that 

people identified as clasp smiths were known in Finland. Furthermore, referring to a “clasp 

smith party” indicates that the activity was not merely considered as an ordinary handicraft 

profession but also as a status that was connected to some sort of group formation.590 

Against the grain: Roma as farmers 

In eighteenth-century society, servant statutes, which controlled service 

relationships, aimed at restricting mobility in the society and binding people under their masters 

to certain domiciles. Agricultural work was thus regarded as being strongly connected with 

sedentarism. While mobility was a central characteristic associated with the notion of ‘Gypsy’, 

agricultural work was generally considered to be completely foreign to them: Roma were often 

deemed entirely incapable of, as well as unwilling to do, agricultural work. Nevertheless, the 

reality was probably very different from the picture drawn by the complaints. It is likely that 

Roma compensated for shelter by performing different kinds of housework, and, furthermore, 

some of them acquired legal protection by entering into service relationships. Indeed, archival 

material contains several references to Roma bearing statuses that describe them as ordinary 

members of the agricultural community. People labelled as tattare or zigenare were said to 

                                                 
586 Minken 2009, 270–271. 
587 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 11.6.1805, HMA, ULka, Kkptk, Ca:2, fol. 16v. 
588 “tartare och soldaten” 
589 “dett så kallade hächtemackare fölljet” 
590 Kihlakunnantuomari Ignatius UH mh:lle 24.10.1731, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:12, fol. 183.  
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have served as maids, farmhands, tenant labourers and dependent labourers in the eighteenth 

and early nineteenth centuries.591  

While Jeremias Hommonen is the earliest example of a tattare tenant farmer that 

I have found, references to Roma bearing this status increase in eighteenth-century source 

material. From time to time, their status as tenant farmers generated discussion among the 

authorities, which illustrates interestingly the contradiction between the official policies and 

the local networks in which Roma may have had an established position. Furthermore, they 

shed light on the ways in which Roma combined itineracy with agriculture.  

According to a common complaint about Roma tenant farmers, they did not, in 

reality, stay at their crofts farming but carried on with the travelling that was customary to 

them. This concern was expressed, for instance, in 1749, when Bailiff Brynolph Brunov sent 

five Roma to the governor of the Kymmenegård province. They had been caught travelling in 

the lower Savolax jurisdictional district with passports signed by Provincial Secretary Jacob 

Printz and Grotenfelt, according to which they had a stable residence. However, Brunov was 

certain that they had never remained at one place but had travelled from one locality to another, 

“using their common tricks”.592 He claimed that Grotenfelt merely protected zigenare partly as 

tenant farmers and partly as reservists, which they, in reality, were not, since “they only keep 

to their huckstering”.593 When being interrogated by the governor, the Roma attempted to 

explain that they were tenant farmers at Grotenfelt’s rusthåll594 in Jorois parish. However, as 

they were not found in the taxation books (mantals längd) of the years 1747 or 1748, the 

                                                 
591 The daughter of Jeremias Hommonen, Maria, served as a maid. References to farmhands are multiple: Jacob 

Tranström served Sergeant Major Weisman (1766), Matts Ludwigsson served County Bailiff Hoffrén (1772), 

Fredric Storm served Major Toll (1806), Elias Frisk served Johan Mårtensson Lillgård (1810), and Eric 

Johansson Sommar served peasant Henric Seppälä (1814). Lars Axelsson Nickinen served Second Lieutenant 

Henrich Johan Pistohlekors as a dependent labourer (1775) while Johan Bollström was Second Lieutenant 

Anstrell’s stableman (1805). Wilhelm Ström was taken as a tenant labourer (spannmåls torpare) by Major 

Aminoff (1813). It should be noted though that these references may include some false stories. Maria: Espoon 

pitäjän sekä Kortjärven ja Enäjärven verokuntien syyskäräjät 1731, KA, Raaseporin tuomiokunnan renovoitu 

tuomiokirja, KO a:31, fol. 1016v–1017v; Jacob Tranström: Turun kämnerinoikeuden pöytäkirja 18.9.1766, KA, 

Raastuvanoikeuksien renovoidut tuomiokirjat, z:264; Matts Ludwigsson: Hollolan ylisen kihlakunnan 

kruununvouti UH mh:lle 14.5.1772, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:104, fol. 1089, nro 34; Fredric Storm: Vaasan 

maaherra Kk mh:lle 6.11.1806, liitteenä ptk 6.11.1806, MMA, KLka, Sk, vol. 503, nro 46; Elias Frisk: Turun 

maaherra UH mh:lle 7.8.1810, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:185, nro 54; Eric Johansson Sommar: Sääksmäen alisen 

kihlakunnan kruununvouti R. Holmberg UH mh:lle 16.4.1814, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:209, nro 24; Lars Axelsson 

Nickinen: Tohmajärven pitäjän ylimääräiset käräjät 16–17.2.1776, KA, Karjalan tuomiokunnan renovoitu 

tuomiokirja, KO a:48; Johan Bollström: Satakunnan kihlakunnan kruununvouti UH mh:lle 27.10.1805, HMA, 

ULka, Sk, Ea:172, fol. 1811; Wilhelm Ström: Turun maaherra UH mh:lle 5.1.1813, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:201, 

nro 10. 
592 “brukandes theras wanliga konster” 
593 “hålla sig endast wid theras skackrande”, Savon alisen kihlakunnan kruununvouti Kk mh:lle 2.1.1749, 

MMA, KLka, Sk, vol. 281, fol. 2004, nro 4. 
594 Rusthåll was a farm that supported a cavalryman with his horse and equipment in exchange for tax 

exemption. 
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governor decided that they were to be expelled across the border under pain of ten pairs of 

lashes in case they returned.595 

As this case indicates, having a status as a tenant farmer did not necessarily mean 

abandoning mobility, but, by contrast, it could enable the practice of itinerant occupations by 

providing legal protection as well as a place to stay in.596 Yet in at least some of the cases, 

mobility was not simply a matter of a personal economic choice, since Roma were not always 

given any land – although they were registered as tenant farmers.  

In the 1740s, Lars Svart appealed to the king requesting permission to stay in the 

Nyland och Tavastehus province with his wife and children as well as brothers and nephew, 

earning their livelihood by legal and Christian means. He applied to the king for a confirmation 

of the permission, given in October 1743 by the provincial secretariat of the Nyland och 

Tavastehus province to dragoon Svart, tenant farmer Axel Matson as well as their two brothers 

and nephew Esaias Påhlson. This permission allowed them to maintain themselves in the 

province in a legal way since they had been driven out of their domicile in the Kymmenegård 

province, which, after the Russo-Swedish war of 1741–1743, had been taken over by the 

Russian Empire.  

In his letter to the king, Svart stated that some of them had received an unlivable 

place for a croft (odugligt Torpställe) at Magistrate Schröder’s rusthåll, while others were still 

without permanent housing, although they all had been registered in taxation books under 

Schröder’s rusthåll. According to Svart, his appeal had been initiated by the fact that many of 

the “so-called tattare or Sigeuner, from whose kin I have to admit myself having originated,”597 

roamed around the country and harmed people for which reason they should rightfully be 

punished according to law. Nevertheless, Svart considered their case to be different, since his 

                                                 
595 The protocol is not unambigous concerning the question as to whether all the interrogated Roma were 

ordered to be expelled. It mentions that, when the group arrived in Degerby, two of them had voluntarily 

received recruitment money in order to become handymen in the artillery in Helsingfors. In the decision, 

however, it is merely written that “this Tartare party” was to be expelled. Not all of these people were recent 

arrivers in the country, since Anders Reinhold, whose son Axel Andersson was among the group, proved that he 

had been discharged from the position of a drummer in the artillery, in 1719. At least two of the expelled men 

returned soon to Sweden and were caught again in May 1749. Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 6.2.1749, 

MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 1; Savon alisesta kihlakunnasta UH mh:lle 30.5.1749, MMA, KLka, Sk, vol. 281, fol. 

2069, nro 73.  
596 For instance, Major Jägerhorn took Carl Fredric Ahlstrand as his tenant farmer in Korpijärvi village in St 

Michel parish, but Ahlstrand was soon dismissed for the reason that he was entirely inexperienced in fieldwork 

and had aways earned his livelihood by horse exchange. Vaasan maaherra Kk mh:lle 20.3.1806, MMA, KLka, 

Sk, vol. 503, nro 7; Savon ylisestä kihlakunnasta Kk mh:lle 22.5.1806, MMA, KLka, Sk, vol. 507, nro 153. 
597 “så kallade tattare eller Sigeuner, af hwilcken Slächt jag måst tilstå mig wara herkommen,” 
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name and domicile were known, and they had sought their livelihood only in the province of 

Nyland och Tavastehus.598 

Johan Nylander, the bishop of Borgå diocese, wrote a letter on behalf of Svart. 

According to Nylander, Svart had shown him a written certificate stating that the father and the 

grandfather of Svart had been discharged from the military in Sweden. Since the peace treaty 

of Åbo (1743), Svart and his relatives had had a stable place of residence at the brother of Svart, 

who was a tenant farmer in the Särkijärvi rusthåll. According to Nylander, Svart and his 

relatives were well-behaved and went actively to church; if Svart had visited other parishes 

during religious holidays, he had afterwards presented a certificate given by priests concerning 

his good behaviour and church visits. Nylander wrote that Svart had several times expressed 

his wish to have the king’s confirmation of permission for their place of residence so that he 

“could be entirely separated from the other Tattare party that roams around the country”.599 

After having received the appeal from Svart, the king asked the governor of 

Nyland och Tavastehus, Gustaf Gyllenborg, for his opinion on the matter. The bailiff of the 

Borgå jurisdictional district, Jacob Aspelin, informed Gyllenborg that the zigenare in question 

stayed seldom at the rusthåll, since they could not have been restrained from travelling around 

the country “according to their custom, established since time immemorial”.600 For a fairly long 

time, the bailiff had not known the place where they stayed. Yet, according to some rumours, 

they had been registered in the taxation books of the year as tenant farmers of the parsonage of 

Bishop Nylander, located in the Mörskom parish, Kymmenegård province. Nevertheless, Lars 

Svart and his relatives had apparently behaved so well that few complaints had been made 

about them in the Borgå jurisdictional district. However, since people had complained that 

travelling ‘Gypsies’ had time after time cheated people in the horse trade, the governor 

suspected that some people belonging to Svart’s group may also have taken part in this.601 

After the new ordinance concerning tattare and zigenare was announced in the 

Nyland och Tavastehus province, in 1748, Lars Svart was arrested with his wife and sister’s 

son in the Kyrkslätt parish, travelling from one village to another. In his interrogation, Svart 

                                                 
598 Uudenmaan ja Hämeen varamaaherra KM:lle 31.8.1748, liitteenä Lars Svartin kirje KM:lle ja Helsingin 

lääninkansliasta annettu lupa Lars Svartin seurueelle 4.10.1743, RA, Landshövdingarnas skrivelser till KM, 

Nylands och Tavastehus län, vol. 16 (KA, Mf FR 20). 
599 “kunde aldeles afsöndrad wara ifrån det andre kring Landet vagerande Tattare följet”, Uudenmaan ja 

Hämeen varamaaherra KM:lle 31.8.1748, liitteenä Johan Nylanderin kirje 2.12.1746, RA, Landshövdingarnas 

skrivelser till KM, Nylands och Tavastehus län, vol. 16 (KA, Mf FR 20). 
600 “efter deras ifrån ewärldelliga tider wedertagne plägsed” 
601 Uudenmaan ja Hämeen varamaaherra KM:lle 31.8.1748, liitteenä Gustaf Gyllenborgin kirje KM:lle 

31.5.1748, RA, Landshövdingarnas skrivelser till KM, Nylands och Tavastehus län, vol. 16 (KA, Mf FR 20); 

Porvoon kihlakunnan kruununvouti UH mh:lle 11.4.1748, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:42, fol. 698. 
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presented a written permission to travel to the Åbo province, given to him by his master, 

Magistrate Schröder, and he said that he had been returning from this trip when he was arrested. 

Furthermore, he said that he had farmed in the Jäskis parish, in Savolax, before the Russo–

Swedish war. According to him, his group consisted of three brothers, two nephews, and two 

brothers-in-law. All but one of them were married, and had altogether 14 children. Since other 

‘Gypsies’ had not been arrested in the province, the vice governor of the Nyland och 

Tavastehus province found it likely that Svart’s group had bothered people with horse trading. 

He felt that Magistrate Schröder was not able to grant protection for a group of this size as 

tenant farmers at his rusthåll. He therefore inquired of the king whether the group could be 

sent, after serving an appropriate sentence, to the Jäskis parish, where Lars Svart had earlier 

had residence, even though the parish now belonged to the Russian Empire.602 

However, Lars Svart and the others were soon set free and, on the 22th October, 

the governor ordered Jacob Aspelin to notify all the ‘Gypsies’ staying in the region that they 

had to find themselves a position as tenant farmers or farmhands until the end of the year – 

otherwise they would be sent to Helsingfors, where the governor would deal with them 

according to the Royal statute of 1748 and send the best men to the artillery. Aspelin replied 

that “this people”603 had answered him that they were “not used to any work and that they 

cannot go under the earth before their highest god calls them from this world; pleading also 

that their fathers and forefathers had earned their living in a similar way, without anyone having 

deprived them of their freedom”.604 

According to Aspelin, “this ill-mannered kin”605 did no good for anyone. The 

governor had ordered Lars Svart and his relatives to stay at their crofts at the rusthåll, but 

Aspelin said that they had not been given any land to cultivate although they had been 

registered as tenant farmers. After having returned from prison in Helsingfors, they had first 

stayed at the rusthåll. As they could not make their living there, they had kept travelling and 

practicing horse exchange with permission from their “master” and were protected by their 

status as tenant farmers. Hence, according to Aspelin, they had returned to their previous 

livelihood, which meant “travelling around the country with all the cheating by which this kin 

                                                 
602 Uudenmaan ja Hämeen varamaaherra KM:lle 31.8.1748, RA, Landshövdingarnas skrivelser till KM, Nylands 

och Tavastehus län, vol. 16 (KA, Mf FR 20). 
603 “detta folckslaget” 
604 “de icke äro wane wid något arbete, samt at de icke kunna gå under jorden, innan des högste guden kallar 

dem ifrån denne wärlden; förebärandes oct at deras fäder och förfäder på samma sätt ärnärt sig, utan at någon 

betagit dem deras frijhet i så måtto.” Porvoon kihlakunnan kruununvouti UH mh:lle 16.12.1748, HMA, ULka, 

Sk, Ea:43, fol. 877. 
605 “Detta wanartiga slächtet” 
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only maintains itself”.606 They had now behaved more insolently than ever before as they were 

able to invoke the governor’s decision to set them free.607 

The story of Lars Svart and his family is an interesting example of the efforts 

taken by the Roma at several levels to acquire protection. They acted for this objective at local, 

provincial as well as state levels, since they were apparently well aware of the insufficiency of 

any one level to provide them with adequate protection. Furthermore, the case sheds light on 

the dynamics through which the notion of ‘travelling Gypsy’ was being strengthened. Although 

Jacob Aspelin was aware of the fact that Svart and most of his relatives did not have crofts, he 

explained their travelling mostly by their ancient custom, which inevitably drove them to 

wandering and described their horse trading as mere cheating. Svart himself did not seek to 

present ‘Gypsies’ in a different light, but attempted to draw a distinction between the behaviour 

of himself and his relatives, on the one hand, and the generic tattare, on the other. Hence, his 

strategy resembles that of Ludvig Sambo, which has been analysed in the subchapter on 

military occupations. 

The case is also a good example of the opposing interests of the authorities and at 

least a part of the local population. The protection granted to Lars Svart and his family by 

Magistrate Schröder and Bishop Nylander was not an exception, since there are further 

examples which indicate the willingness of local people to protect Roma against official 

policies. It is interesting that many of the cases concerning disagreement over the protection 

that was given to the Roma were situated to Savolax and Karelia, located in south-eastern and 

eastern Finland. It thus appears that, in these areas, it was not exceptional for Roma to find 

protection among persons of higher estate. 

In 1748, the bailiff of the Savolax northern jurisdictional district reported to the 

governor of Kymmenegård that, after the Royal ordinance of 1748 concerning the arrest of 

zigenare and tattare had been announced, some files (rote) and rusthåll had wished to take 

them as reservists. Inquiring about the governor’s opinion on this, the bailiff said that this 

people had stayed in the region for so long that there was no exact knowledge of where their 

forefathers had come from.608 As the governor did not approve the request, the following month 

                                                 
606 “kring strykande i landet, med alt bedrägeri, hwarmed detta slächtet endast föder sig” 
607 Porvoon kihlakunnan kruununvouti UH mh:lle 16.12.1748, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:43, fol. 877; Waris-

Westerberg 1984, 66–67. On the tenant farmers under Schröder’s rusthåll, see also Porvoon kihlakunnan 

kruununvouti UH mh:lle 21.9.1748, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:52, fol. 816; Kenraalikuvernööri UH mh:lle 17.9.1748 

ja 30.9.1748, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:40, fol. 641 5/6 ja 658. 
608 Savon ylisen kihlakunnan kruununvouti Kk mh:lle 1.9.1748, MMA, KLka, Sk, vol. 278, fol. 2966, nro 27; 

Roma were taken as reservists also in Savolax southern jurisdictional district. Savon alisesta kihlakunnasta Kk 

mh:lle 11.2.1749, MMA, KLka, Sk, vol. 281, fol. 2025, nro 18. 
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the bailiff informed him that the tattare had now entered into service as farmhands among the 

gentry or had found crofts on their land in order to acquire protection. Nevertheless, the bailiff 

promised to act with them according to the statutes in the event that they began to maintain 

themselves “by their usual manner”.609 

In August 1753, Second Lieutenant Nordstedt from the Savolax Infantry 

Regiment asked the governor of the Kymmenegård province how the border guard was to act, 

as he often met zigenare in great numbers carrying certificates written by the gentry, according 

to which they were tenant farmers or farmhands. Under this protection, Nordstedt wrote, they 

roamed around the whole area of Karelia and acted impudently.610 In December 1753, 

Nordstedt reported again of ‘Gypsies’. He claimed that the bailiff of the Karelia northern 

jurisdictional district, Gustaf Adolf Andersin, protected tattare who roamed around Karelia as 

farmhands or tenant farmers. Among these persons, he especially mentioned six persons at 

Sergeant Major (fältväbel) Johan Krook’s and one person at Customs Officer (tullnären) 

Crons’ in the Kide parish.611  

Andersin admitted that, a year before, Krook had given from his woodland a place 

for a croft to an old zigenare man, his three sons and son-in-law who had arrived from Savolax. 

They had begun to build the croft already the following autumn, and Krook had kept them in 

work on his farm. Andersin denied that they had roamed around the country and that he had 

ever protected the travelling of zigenare: “I have been their enemy and persecutor far more 

than sir Second Lieutenant, and, before I met sir Second Lieutenant, I have striven to protect 

my jurisdictional district against such people and chased them out of here.”612 

Nevertheless, Andersin believed that the intention of these tattare and their wives 

and children truly was to settle down. He had announced to them and their master that, in case 

they were found travelling outside the village or the parish, they would immediately be 

arrested. Customs Officer Crons also had one man in his service, but this man had been arrested 

and sent to Lovisa, since he had at times banded together with his brothers and relatives and 

travelled around. Furthermore, Andersin said that he had sent to Lovisa two groups of zigenare 

who had travelled in Karelia that year, both groups consisting of eight persons. Therefore, he 

                                                 
609 “på sitt wanlige sätt”, Savon ylisen kihlakunnan kruununvouti Kk mh:lle 13.10.1748, MMA, KLka, Sk, vol. 

278, fol. 3001, nro 47. 
610 Savon jalkaväkirykmentistä Nordstedt Kk mh:lle 27.8.1753, MMA, KLka, Sk, vol. 289, nro 39.  
611 Karjalan pohjoisen kihlakunnan kruununvouti Kk mh:lle 16.5.1754, MMA, KLka, Sk, vol. 292, nro 5. 
612 “utan har iag warit, långt mera, theras fiende och förföljare, än hr. Fändrichen, och för än iag sedt hr 

Fändrichen, har iag sökt at befreda mitt härad, för sådant slags folck, och drifwit dem ut härifrån”  
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considered that the ones staying at Sergeant Major Krook’s were the only tattare in Karelia 

that time.613 

The strict words of Bailiff Andersin, by which he described himself as a 

persecutor of ‘Gypsies’, should not be taken too literally since, as an official, he had to affirm 

that he was committed to following the official policies. All in all, it does seem that, in Savolax 

and Karelia, Roma had succeeded in building up established networks that they could resort to 

in their economic activities. Some may have served as farmhands or tenant farmers, but 

supposedly they also practiced itinerant occupations – the reference to their “usual manner” to 

maintain themselves probably points to these activities. Although the mobility of Roma 

concerned authorities, the protection granted to them by the gentry does indicate a certain 

demand for their economic activities among the local population.614 

It should be noted that granting protection to Roma was not entirely risk-free, 

since it could expose those doing this to potential conflict with authorities. Several cases 

indicate that the protection given to Roma could be challenged, and it also appears that their 

travelling was sometimes monitored with particular care. Therefore, in 1782, Lieutenant Jacob 

Pontus Tawaststierna was summoned in Savolax for having provided some zigenare travelling 

permits. According to the provincial public prosecutor (landsfiskal), Tawaststierna was not 

entitled to do that, due to the statutes concerning ‘Gypsies’. Moreover, Tawaststierna’s actions 

had also caused lack of income for the Crown, since he had written the permissions on 

unstamped paper.615 

The case concerned Friedric Hedman, Hedman’s mother and father, who was a 

discharged soldier, Ludvig Hagert, as well as four underage children. Tawaststierna defended 

his right to have given permission for their travel, since they were tenant labourers 

(backstuguhion) at his rusthåll: according to Tawaststierna, he had not provided them with 

passports (resepass), but had, in his position as their master, given them a certificate to travel 

                                                 
613 Karjalan pohjoisen kihlakunnan kruununvouti Kk mh:lle 16.5.1754, MMA, KLka, Sk, vol. 292, nro 5.  
614 Also a case from Pieksämäki parish hints at long-standing relations between Roma and peasants. In 1755, 

authorities failed to confiscate the property which a Roma woman, Anna Axelsdotter, had deposited at a 

peasant’s house in Pieksämäki parish. Peasant Hindrich Lappi stated that, during the previous Russian invasion 

(during the war of 1741–43), a tattare woman had deposited with him the property, including money and six 

goblets. Lappi and his son refused to hand the property to authorities, claiming that no-one other than Anna 

Axelsdotter or her sons were entitled to retrieve it, even if some of their property would be confiscated instead. 

Anna Axelsdotter’s sons owed some money to Lappi for having bought a horse from him and having stayed at 

his house for 5 weeks a few years after having deposited the property. Savon alisen (nedredels) kihlakunnan 

kruununvouti Kk mh:lle 27.2.1755, liitteenä kirjeet varanimismieheltä kruununvoudille 6.1.1755 ja 14.2.1755, 

MMA, KLka, Sk, vol. 294, nro 15. 
615 Kuopion syyskäräjät 1782, KA, Pien-Savon tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:97, 48§. I’m grateful 

to Pekka Pitkänen, who pointed this source out to me. 
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back home, since they had left their domicile for his affairs. He had also given Ludvig Hagert 

permission to visit the market in Kuopio, where Hagert nevertheless had been arrested and 

punished by whipping. As Hagert had been sent, after the whipping, to the residence (boställe) 

of Tawaststierna, the children and the horses had remained in the Kuopio town. Tawaststierna 

had thus given Hagert further permission to visit the town in order to pick them up. The 

judgement in the case was suspended until Tawaststierna could prove that Friedric Hedman 

was truly registered under his rusthåll in taxation books.616 

Although a position as a tenant farmer could serve as a status that enabled itinerant 

occupations, it should not be understood only in this context. Roma could inhabit crofts for 

long periods, which was the case in Alahärmä, where dragoon and zigenare Pehr Korp lived 

with his wife Karin Hindrichsdotter in the Karkaus croft at least between the years 1727 and 

1737.617 There is also evidence demonstrating that people who took Roma as tenant farmers 

could regard their labour as significant. In 1753, Lieutenant Commander Johan Carl Creutz 

wrote that “Sigain” Henric Adamsson Heidman had been imprisoned during his travel to the 

Helsinge parish village (kyrkby) and set to do forced labour at the Sveaborg fortress. Creutz 

had taken Heidman as a tenant farmer to his rusthåll (Säterie Rusthåll) in Porlom and he 

requested that Heidman be released since he was in need of the day labour that Heidman was 

to do at his rusthåll. According to Creutz, Heidman was not guilty of anything other than having 

travelled without an appropriate passport (resepass) to claim a debt. When the governor of 

Kymmenegård requested the release of Heidman on behalf of Creutz, the governor of Nyland 

och Tavastehus merely replied that Heidman had been arrested when caught travelling without 

a passport. Although he had stated that he had come to meet his relatives, he had been sent to 

the fortress for having left illegally the Kymmenegård province.618 Apparently the requests for 

his release were unsuccessful. 

While archival sources contain several references to Roma tenant farmers from 

the eighteenth and the early nineteenth centuries619, I have managed to find only one copy of 

                                                 
616 Kuopion syyskäräjät 1782, KA, Pien-Savon tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:97, 48§. 
617 Even though, according to the tax authorities, the family was poor, Karkaus was converted into a settlement 

estate (nybygge) in 1738. The following year Korp’s family gave up the estate. Kojonen 1993, 120, 126; 

Uudenkaarlepyyn pastoraatin talvikäräjät 1734, KA, Etelä-Pohjanmaan tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, 

KO a:45, s. 200–. 
618 Loviisan maaherra UH mh:lle 7.8.1753, 4.9.1753 ja 2.10.1753, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:58, fol. 1226, 1233 ja 

1242; UH mh Kk mh:lle 28.9.1753 ja 5.10.1753, MMA, KLka, Sk, vol. 289, nro 42 ja 45. 
619 Anders Andersson Berg said, in 1767, that he was a tenant farmer in Jorois parish whereas, in 1776, Ludvig 

Reen stated that he was Lieutenant Gustav Tigerstedt’s tenant farmer in Pieksämäki. In 1753, former dragoon 

Daniel Svart was also reported to have previously farmed in Grotenfeldt’s farm in Jorois parish. Furthermore, in 

1814, Matts Strandström was said to have a house in Ilmajoki parish in the Vasa province. Anders Berg: 

Kuopion talvikäräjät 1767, KA, Pien-Savon tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:72, fol. 124–. I am 
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the actual rental agreements that were concluded between Roma and the house owners. This is 

not surprising, since the contracts were not always made on paper. In October 1813, however, 

farrier Carl Ludvig Svart concluded a written agreement on renting a croft for 20 years in the 

Pieksämäki parish, including all the buildings, fields, meadows and fisheries which belonged 

to the croft as well as firewood and timber forest for the needs of the house. The following 

year, Svart requested that his father, Ludvig Nickinen, be released from forced labour at the 

Sveaborg workhouse, to which he had been condemned in November 1812 for travelling 

around. Svart considered that, as a farmer with a stable residence, he was both able to and 

responsible for providing for his father.620 

The frequent complaints against Roma tenant farmers who kept on travelling 

demonstrate that they often continued with their itinerant activities after having acquired the 

status of tenant farmer. However, the fact that these complaints dominate the source material 

concerning Roma tenant farmers may also indicate that the notion of ‘sedentarism’ was difficult 

to combine with that of ‘Gypsy’. Although the Roma who farmed and had a fixed residence 

are not extensively presented in sources, archival material contains quite a number of 

individual, fragmentary references to Roma having statuses linked to agricultural work. This, 

however, does not appear to have influenced the common image of ‘Gypsies’. Therefore, also 

Roma tenant farmers appear in the sources most commonly in connection to complaints 

regarding their mobility – thus, in connection to itineracy rather than sedentarism. 

Although the extent to which Roma tenant farmers practiced itinerant activities 

most probably varied widely, acquiring the status of a tenant farmer can be regarded as a 

strategy that simultaneously provided them with a more secure legal and economic status. Even 

though travelling under the status of tenant farmer raised concerns particularly among 

authorities, it also appears to have gained some support among the sedentary population. It is 

highly unlikely that those who took Roma as tenant farmers were unaware of their mobility in 

those cases where the Roma in question combined agricultural work with itineracy. This 

indicates that the economic strategies of the Roma were appreciated and needed by at least a 

part of the population. In a wider perspective, the cases concerning Roma tenant farmers also 

illustrate that the boundary between sedentarism and itineracy in agricultural society was not 

                                                 
grateful to Pekka Pitkänen, who pointed this source out to me; Ludvig Reen: Tohmajärven ylimääräiset käräjät 

16–17.2.1776, KA, Karjalan tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:48; Daniel Svart: Pohjanmaan 

maaherra Kk mh:lle 16.4.1754, MMA, KLka, Sk, nro 12; Matts Strandström: Helsingin kämnerinoikeus UH 

mh:lle 23.2.1814, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:206, nro 2. 
620 Kuopion maaherra UH mh:lle 1.9.1814, vuokrasopimus liitteenä, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:205, nro 11. 
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fixed, and that the Roma should not be primarily regarded as having been ‘itinerant’ but rather 

as having combined itineracy with sedentarism, depending on varying local circumstances. 

 

******************** 

 

Several sources demonstrate that it was crucial for many people identified as 

zigenare or tattare to combine different economic activities in order to earn their subsistence. 

Many of these activities, such as horse-related tasks and glassware trade, required mobility. It 

is thus possible that Roma often sought positions which enabled the practice of itinerant 

activities. However, mobility often grew out of necessity as well, as was the case, for instance, 

with many of the enlisted soldiers. 

It should be emphasised that none of the economic activities that Roma engaged 

in during the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries was practiced exclusively by them. 

Therefore, occupations cannot comprehensively explain how the distinctions between Roma 

and non-Roma were drawn. The sources which shed light on these activities indicate 

differentiation between zigenare/tattare and others who pursued the same activities. This does 

not mean, however, that drawing boundaries between them was always straightforward for the 

authorities. 

While the performing of certain economic activities was not the only defining 

factor of zigenare/tattare, these activities certainly left their own imprint on the way in which 

‘Gypsies’ were perceived at the time, as they had a notable impact on everyday interactions 

between Roma and non-Roma and their socio-economic position in the local communities. 

They can thus cast light on the ways in which the notion of ‘Gypsy’ was formed and maintained 

over time. Since most of the economic activities that the Roma engaged in were characterised 

by itineracy, they strengthened the idea that mobility was firmly connected to ‘being a Gypsy’. 

Occupations tied Roma to local communities, and multiple sources cast light on 

the protection granted to Roma by local inhabitants, demonstrating the need for their skills and 

economic activities. It is thus an interesting paradox that, at the same time that Roma labour 

was constantly employed in different spheres, it was repeatedly made less visible in the 

discourses which focused on their mobility, considered as an innate character connected to 

laziness and detachment from work. Yet it is important to note that the ‘Gypsy’ image was not 

spread and maintained exclusively by the non-Roma. By contrast, it could be used also by those 

identified as zigenare and tattare – often as an image to which they contrasted themselves in 

cases where they sought to raise their own standing. 
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The impact of the military on the subsistence, activities and the social position of 

the Roma was remarkable. This was visible not only as regards those who enjoyed the 

protection of the army, serving in the ranks as tenure or drafted soldiers. Military needs 

influenced the use of Roma labour also as saltpetre boilers or convicted vagrants at the 

fortresses. Furthermore, it is quite possible that experience acquired in the military played a 

role in the process through which Roma found their way to occupations regarded as infamous, 

such as whippers in the nineteenth century. However, while these examples underline the 

impact of the army on accommodating Roma on the lower echelons of society, contacts 

established in the army could also turn out to be useful in the search for service relationships 

or legal protection as tenant farmers. The military thus acted to bind Roma to society in various 

ways. Yet it also clearly influenced the strengthening of the ‘Gypsy’ image, which was 

integrally connected with itinerancy and to a certain extent, possibly, to infamy. 

There was one apparent contradiction which occurred in relation to several 

occupations that Roma engaged in. While their mobility was often permitted and in some cases 

even required by their masters or employers, it was frequently problematised either by officials 

or local inhabitants and could consequently lead to forced labour convictions. This 

simultaneous toleration and problematisation of their itineracy illustrates interestingly the 

contradictory attitudes concerning mobility in eighteenth-century society. The endeavours to 

control and restrain mobility occurred side by side with organisations and processes which 

necessitiated and promoted it. Due to differing economic, political, and social interests, 

attitudes towards mobility varied between different spheres and levels of society, and Roma 

offer a fascinating vantage point from which to observe these clashing interests. 
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5. Ethnicity in conflict 

The previous chapter shed light on the various connections through which the 

Roma were tied to the local communities within different occupational spheres. Alongside 

mutual trust and aid, interaction produces conflicts, and, while this is perfectly normal, 

analysing these conflicts can increase our understanding of ‘inter-group’ relations. Based on 

penal court records, this chapter explores conflicts between those identified as zigenare/tattare 

and mainstream society. What kind of offences were the Roma accused of? Against whom had 

they committed the crimes, according to the allegations? Did the offences committed against 

the Roma and non-Roma differ? 

The underlying objective of this chapter is to examine what the criminal 

allegations and court proceedings tell us about relations between the Roma and the non-Roma. 

With respect to this, both inter-ethnic conflicts and conflicts that took place among the Roma 

will be considered. The crimes committed among the Roma often took place in an inter-ethnic 

environment, such as peasants’ houses, and both Roma and non-Roma often stood as witnesses 

in court. Based on a careful analysis on the records of these different cases the chapter explores 

the role, if any, that was given to ethnicity in the discourse on the conflicts.  

Based on limited archival research, much of the previous historiography has 

stressed the criminality of the Finnish Roma and general antagonism in relations between them 

and the rest of the population.621 Miika Tervonen, who has examined Roma-related court 

records of the Eastern Finland for the period 1865–1901, has shown the shortcomings of this 

view. He has demonstrated that violence committed by the Roma towards the non-Roma was 

rare and, moreover, argued that the idea of the Roma’s subculture of violence is at least an 

incomplete explanation for the violence committed between the Roma.622 Although court 

records provide fruitful material for examining micro-level social relations, they have not been 

previously used in research on the Finnish Roma for the period that Finland formed a part of 

the Swedish Kingdom. My sample of court cases includes judicial proceedings that date back 

to the period 1750–1809, thus preceding Tervonen’s sample by approximately a century. This 

material supports in many ways the picture which has emerged from Tervonen’s study, 

indicating a temporal continuity in inter-ethnic relations. 

                                                 
621 Vehmas 1961, 101–102, 139–142; Nygård 1998 & 2001. 
622 Tervonen 2010, 207–208, 212–216. 
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The court material allows us to reconstruct an in-depth picture of the insider–

outsider relation between the non-Roma and the Roma. Differences between inter-ethnic and 

intra-ethnic conflicts highlight the deep dependence of the Roma on the non-Roma and, in 

consequence, the fragility of their social position. We will learn that property-based conflicts 

had a much greater role in inter-ethnic conflicts than did violence and, moreover, inter-ethnic 

violence did not arise in close relations. While these factors point to a social and economic 

distance between the Roma and the local populations, the court material also demonstrates the 

depth of local ties that had developed through itinerant activities. Hence, the picture which 

emerges from these cases is an asymmetric interdependence between Roma and non-Roma, 

with non-Roma holding more power, but the Roma, too, playing important roles in local 

communities. 

Collection and classification of the cases 

The sample of the court cases under my study is not coherent with respect to time 

or space; it has been collected through various channels. Although I have gathered source 

material systematically from the provinces of Nyland och Tavastehus and Kymmenegård, I 

have not found it reasonable to limit the study strictly to these provinces. Many of the people 

under my study were mobile, and, during the research process, I also found clues to interesting 

cases in other provinces. Hence, although I did not extend my systematic research to these other 

provinces, I have included them in my study through individual cases.  

If preserved, the archives of courts of appeal would allow the tracing of serious 

criminal cases in a coherent way. Finland had only one court of appeal, located in Åbo, until 

1775, when the Wasa Court of Appeal was established and the jurisdiction was divided in two. 

Situated in southern Finland, the provinces of Nyland och Tavastehus and Kymmenegård 

belonged to the jurisdiction of the Åbo Court of Appeal also after the year 1775. In 1827, the 

archives of this court of appeal were destroyed almost entirely in a fire. This is highly 

unfortunate for scholars studying pre-nineteenth-century history, since the proceedings of the 

Åbo Court of Appeal can only rarely be traced in the archives of other authorities. 

Nevertheless, some resolution material for the years 1754 onwards was 

transferred from the archive of the Åbo Court of Appeal to the archive of the Wasa Court of 

Appeal when the latter was founded in 1775. This material concerned the geographical areas 

of the provinces which were placed under the jurisdiction of the new court of appeal: Savolax 

and Karelia, Österbotten, and Uleåborg. These provinces fall beyond the particular focus of my 
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study. Yet due to the changes in the provincial division, some material concerning the 

Kymmenegård province also ended up in the archive of the Wasa Court of Appeal. As maps 7 

and 8 show, the Savolax and Karelia province was created from the northern part of the 

Kymmenegård and Savolax province in the provincial division of 1775. Thus the resolutions 

of this geographical area before the year 1775 concerned, in fact, the Kymmenegård and 

Savolax province. 

 

Map 7: 

The provinces of Finland 1747–1775 

 

Source: Haapala & Toivo (eds.) 2007, 89. 

Pohjakartta © Karttakeskus, 2007  

 

1 Kymmenegård and Savolax province 

Map 8: 

The provinces of Finland 1776–1812 

 

Source: Haapala & Toivo (eds.) 2007, 89. 

Pohjakartta © Karttakeskus, 2007 

 

2 Savolax and Karelia province 

3 Kymmenegård province 

 

Anu Koskivirta, who has studied homicides in northern Savolax and Karelia in 

the late eighteenth century, has used this resolution material in her dissertation. In this material, 

she has found references to seven homicides which concern the Roma. Although I have not 

gone through this resolution material systematically, I have included in my sample the 

homicide cases found by Koskivirta.623 It should be noted that the resolution material may 

contain also other criminal cases concerning people defined as zigenare/tattare. Yet in 

                                                 
623 Yet one of these references was found among the letters delivered to the governor of the Kymmenegård 

province and did not contain a court protocol. This case has not been included in my sample. Koskivirta 2001, 

278–279. 
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principle, the court of appeal dealt with more severe cases, handled earlier in circuit courts, 

while in many of the property crime cases found through other sources, Roma were accused of 

relatively minor offences. 

I have traced the court cases under my study mainly through the correspondence 

of county governors, the interrogation protocols of alleged vagrants, and the prisoner lists of 

the provinces of Nyland och Tavastehus and Kymmenegård, since these materials contain 

references to criminal cases that deal with people defined as zigenare/tattare.624 These 

materials have provided a fruitful channel for locating Roma-related court cases, since, in 

contrast to materials of the court of appeal, which mainly dealt with more severe crimes, they 

contain references to various types of offences that the Roma were suspected of. Hence, even 

though the sample collected with the help of these materials does not permit a reliable 

quantitative examination, it probably provides a fairly realistic overall picture of the criminal 

offences that concerned the Roma.  

Only some of the criminal cases that were referred to in the above mentioned 

sources could be traced in the actual court records. I have mainly used the judicial protocols, 

which were transcribed in order to be sent to the court of appeal for examination (renovoitu 

tuomiokirja). However, the handling of the more severe cases, such as homicides, which were 

subject to the examination of the court of appeal, were often excluded from the transcribed 

protocols. I have thus searched for these cases in the original draft protocols with considerable 

success. My sample consists of 68 cases in which people defined as zigenare/tattare stood as 

defendants.625 Furthermore, the material contains 15 cases in which they did not stand as 

defendants but were involved in the cases in some other way. The number of individual trials 

was somewhat greater, since one case could be handled several times in one or more courts. 

Together, this material consists of over 800 pages of original documents. It contains the 

proceedings of the judicial hearings held mainly in the circuit courts but also in the treasurer’s 

courts (kämnerinoikeus) of Helsingfors and Åbo, the courts of appeal of Wasa and Åbo as well 

as the Military Court of Appeal (sotahovioikeus). 

The 68 cases contain altogether 137 alleged offences. Over half of them (76) are 

property crimes, nearly a quarter of them (33) are assaults or homicides, whereas crimes against 

public order constitute 16 percent of the alleged offences (22). Furthermore, six offences 

                                                 
624 However, due to the broad time frame of my study, it has not been feasible to go through all of this material 

systematically throughout the research period. The years included in the examination have been listed in the 

subchapter “Methodology and sources” of the Introduction.  
625 In some of the cases, non-Roma could stand accused together with one or more Roma. 
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concerned crimes of indecency.626 It should be emphasised that, if anything, these numbers can 

provide us with a very rough estimation of the proportions of different types of crimes the 

Roma were accused of. The numbers are unreliable, since I have counted in my sample only 

those offences of which I have managed to find at least one judicial protocol. Besides these 

offences, the correspondence of county governors contains multiple references to other 

criminal offences of which the Roma were suspected or accused.627 I have left them aside, since 

the aim of this chapter is not to make a quantitative examination of the crimes which concerned 

the Roma but instead to build a qualitative analysis of the criminal cases related to the Roma. 

The often short and vague references found in the correspondence provide few opportunities 

for this kind of analysis, while court protocols allow me to have a closer look at the conflicts 

which ended up in court. 

When we look at the offended parties, it stands out that most of the offences were 

committed against non-Roma. Indeed, 80 percent of the offences committed against one or 

several persons were committed against non-Roma. Yet the situation varies significantly from 

one type of offence to another. While 96 percent of the property crimes were committed against 

non-Roma, the division was very different when it came to offences against life and health: 42 

percent against non-Roma and 58 percent against Roma.628  

This data is in line with the results that Miika Tervonen has presented in his 

dissertation based on the court records of eastern Finland (which belonged in part to the Russian 

Empire during my research period) between 1865 and 1901. In his sample, which contained 85 

alleged offences, 67 percent were committed against non-Roma, 20 percent against public 

order and 13 percent against Roma. Also the variation in the offended party between property 

crimes and violence is very similar to what I find in my sample: 98 percent of the property 

crimes were committed against non-Roma while this was the case with only 40 percent of the 

offences against life and health.  

In this chapter, I focus on the alleged offences committed against the Roma and 

the non-Roma, since these cases are the most revealing when it comes to ethnic relations. The 

offences committed against public order are less significant in this regard, and therefore they 

                                                 
626 I have counted the offences according to the number of offended parties. For instance, in horse theft cases, 

Roma were often accused of having stolen horses from several people. 
627 Furthermore, most of the court cases which concern the family of burgher Palm are not counted in this 

sample. They have been collected in a more systematic way mainly from the archives of the city court of 

Nådendal and will be analysed in the next chapter, which deals with social mobility.  
628 Most of the persons I have counted as Roma were explicitly referred to as zigenare/tattare in the protocols. 

In some individual cases, this explicit mention was lacking, but a family member of the person was referred to 

as zigenare/tattare, the person was mentioned as having used “Tattare language”, or could be identified as a 

Roma with the help of some other materials. 
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will be left aside in the following analysis. These offences were diverse, yet more than one- 

third of them were related to mobility.629 

Before embarking on a further analysis of the court cases, brief remarks should be 

made on the aims and limits of this analysis. My point of departure in this chapter is neither to 

reinforce the out-dated and one-sided perception of generally hostile relations between the 

Roma and the non-Roma nor to present the Roma as a particularly criminal group. Court cases 

are analysed since the detailed judicial proceedings, containing both witness testimonies and 

the interrogation of the defendants, offer a fruitful and in many ways unique opportunity to 

explore the relations between the Roma and the non-Roma at the grass-roots level. Although 

the sources deal with conflicts, closely analysed they convey a much more complex picture of 

inter-ethnic relations.  

Indeed, in the past decades, judicial material has been increasingly used in 

historical research beyond the criminological research tradition. There has been a shift from 

quantitative studies, focusing on macro-structural explanations, to more qualitative studies with 

particular focus on micro-level and agency. It has been increasingly emphasised that, although 

criminal cases tell about situations that were to some extent exceptional as compared to 

everyday life, they also shed new light on ordinary life. By defining deviant and incorrect 

behaviour, the cases convey to us what was considered normal. The testimonies of the people 

heard in court can be read as accounts of their everyday experience and conceptions, yet 

conveyed to us only through the voices of judicial authorities. It should be kept in mind that 

the situation of being heard in court probably influenced the narratives given, while people may 

also have intentionally lied in court. If we examine the protocols in order to clear up the real 

course of events, these factors are obvious challenges. However, if we are interested in cultural 

meanings, the perspective changes: it then becomes essential that the narratives given in court 

were a potential and believable reality for the narrators as well as for a part of the people present 

in court.630 

Naturally, my sample gives a distorted picture of the reality in the sense that it 

contains almost exclusively cases in which the Roma stood as defendants, excluding thus the 

                                                 
629 Roma were accused of the following mobility-related offences: lacking legal protection (1 offence), roaming 

around (3), lacking passport (1), using forged certificates or certificates granted to other people (2), leaving the 

furlough region (1), and leaving the regiment without permission (2). Moreover, they were accused of 

drunkenness (3), cursing (2), making a noise (1), lying (1), violating the Sabbath (1), violating “market peace” 

(1), as well as escaping from the transfer of prisoners and/or maltreating the prisoner driver (3). Assaults against 

prisoner drivers are counted in the offences against the public order and not in the offences of violence as they 

were committed against public authorities. 
630 See, for instance, Karonen 2007; Matikainen 2002, 20–22; Eilola 2003, 40–45; Kietäväinen-Sirén 2015, 29, 

34; Lahti 2016, 43–44. 
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offences committed by the non-Roma against the Roma. Far from indicating that offences in 

which the Roma stood as victims did not take place, this discrepancy results from the process 

through which I searched for the cases that constitute my sample. In order to find these cases, 

I searched for people defined as zigenare/tattare from different archive materials. As it is much 

more complicated to trace court cases by alleged victims than by alleged offenders, I mainly 

ended up with cases in which the Roma stood as defendants. The prisoner lists naturally contain 

the names of people accused of some offences, and, moreover, the archives of provincial 

administration contain references to court cases in which Roma stood accused. This is mostly 

due to the facts that the county governors were responsible for vagrancy issues and Roma were 

often regarded as potential vagrants. It is likely that, if the non-Roma were accused of offences 

against the Roma, the matters did not reach the governor but were simply handled in court, in 

which case they would have escaped my net.   

Property crimes 

Property crimes constitute the great majority of the alleged offences in my sample. 

Most of these offences, 50 out of 76, dealt with horse thefts, while the sample included 23 

alleged thefts or burglaries, one cheating of belongings on the pretext of practicing magic, one 

unpaid debt, and one breaking of a window. All except three of these offences were committed 

against non-Roma.631  

Roma were often charged with several horse thefts in one criminal case: the 50 

offences occurred in 25 different court cases. Naturally, not all the accusations could be proven 

true, yet in many cases the defendants themselves admitted the thefts. Horse thefts were 

regarded as serious crimes, since horses had a notable economic significance both for Roma 

and for agricultural communities in general. Miika Tervonen has emphasised the importance 

of ‘peasant solidarity’, in which entire communities were immediately activated in finding the 

perpetrators when news of a horse theft reached the community.632 This pattern is quite visible 

in my source material as well. 

With regard to this, it is interesting that the Roma did not appear to have faced 

notable difficulties in passing on the stolen horses: they often managed to sell or exchange 

                                                 
631 For alleged offences committed against Roma, see Pernajan, Myrskylän ja Lapinjärven pitäjän osan 

talvikäräjät 1765, HMA, Porvoon ja Kymin tuomiokunnan arkisto, Pernajan käräjäkunnan varsinaisasiain 

pöytäkirjat, 18, fol. 189–; Turun kämnerinoikeuden pöytäkirja 11.4.1767 (§1), KA, Raastuvanoikeuksien 

renovoidut tuomiokirjat, z:265. 
632 Tervonen 2010, 204–205. 
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them. This is well demonstrated in the case concerning zigenare Lars Lindeman, who was 

charged with four horse thefts during the years 1792 and 1793. According to Lindeman, he had 

committed two of these thefts with another Roma, his brother-in-law, Axel Östberg. After the 

thefts, Lindeman had exchanged one of the stolen horses with an inhabitant of a croft while 

Östberg had sold the other one to a tenant farmer of the same farm. Later, Lindeman committed 

two more horse thefts. The first included three horses, which, according to Lindeman, he had 

stolen together with Östberg and a load driver Johan Arvidsson. Lindeman had later exchanged 

one of these horses and Östberg another, yet he did not know what Johan Arvidsson had done 

with the third horse.633  

The relative ease with which the stolen horses could be exchanged or sold can 

signify either that Roma were generally regarded as reliable trading partners or that the people 

they traded with were not particularly interested in where the Roma had received their horses. 

In 1800, zigenare and former soldier Carl Hullqvist was charged with stealing three horses 

from an inspector named Carl Löfgren and a miller named Eric Carlsson. Hullqvist and Fredric 

Hedman, who was a load driver in the Elimä Jäger Company of the Nyland Regiment, had 

exchanged the stolen horses with two peasants, Matts and Alexander Lettula, in Orimattila 

parish. When questioned in court, Matts and Alexander Lettula stated that they “could not have 

doubts about engaging in horse exchange with the denounced persons, all the less so as they 

[Hullqvist and Hedman] were not suspected of any thefts or other crimes but, as sufficiently 

known persons, had always been found to have behaved decently”.634 The peasants thus 

underlined the good reputation of the persons with whom they had engaged in horse trading 

and indicated that Hullqvist and Hedman were no strangers to them. 

Sometimes, people with whom Roma had exchanged or sold the stolen horses 

ended up in court. This was the case in the fall 1758, when a peasant’s son, Hendric 

Hendricsson Titula, and a crofter, Thomas Johansson, both from Borgå parish, claimed that 

they both had a horse stolen the previous May. They had later found the horses in Lappträsk 

parish, at the homes of peasants Hendric Knuts and Eric Thomasson Jordas/Heickilä, who had 

                                                 
633 Orimattilan pitäjän ylimääräiset käräjät 6.6.1793 ja 30.7.1793, KA, Hollolan tuomiokunnan renovoitu 

tuomiokirja (Kymenkartanon lääni), KO a:14, fol. 1435–; Pirkkalan, Vesilahden, Ruoveden ja Messukylän 

pitäjien syyskäräjät 1792, KA, Ylä-Satakunnan ylisen tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:11, fol. 499–; 

Pirkkalan, Vesilahden, Ruoveden ja Messukylän pitäjien talvikäräjät 1793, KA, Ylä-Satakunnan ylisen 

tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:12, fol. 604–; sotahovioikeuden pöytäkirja 17.9.1793, RA, 

Krigshovrätten, Huvudarkivet 1791–1949, A I a:1, fol. 753–. 
634 “[…] så mycket mindre kunnat hafwa betänkande wid at med desse angifne sig i hästbyten inlåta som de 

witterligen icke warit misstänkte för någre tjufnader eller andre brott utan altid såsom nog kände funnits hafwa 

sig anständigt upfördt”, Asikkalan pitäjän ylimääräiset käräjät 7.3.1800, KA, Hollolan tuomiokunnan renovoitu 

tuomiokirja (Hämeen lääni), KO a:18, fol. 1381–. 
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refused to hand over the horses to them. Knuts and Jordas had received the horses in an 

exchange with Hendric Lind, a soldier in the life company of the Count Hessenstein Regiment 

who, according to Jordas, was “of Gypsy nationality”635. A witness had heard Lind say that he 

had bought the gelding from a bailiff up north in Finnmark, but he had not heard him talk about 

where he had received the mare from.636 

Ungrounded accusations could also be proven false with the help of the local 

population. In 1799, a load driver in the third company of the Nyland Regiment’s jäger 

bataillon, zigenare Carl Hedman, was charged with stealing three horses. He had been arrested 

together with three other Roma who had managed to escape. In court, Carl Hedman managed 

to prove that, at the time of the theft, he had not been in the parish where the horses had been 

stolen. He was able to acquire certificates from four peasants stating that, at the time of the 

theft, he had stayed for several nights at their houses in another parish.637  

The ethnicity of the persons involved with the judicial cases was seldom 

problematised. In the beginning of the protocols, the label zigenare is usually attached to the 

the persons in a similar way as an occupational status, such as ‘soldier’ or ‘load driver’. Miika 

Tervonen has noted that, in the judicial protocols of the latter part of the nineteenth century, 

the ethnonyms zigenare or mustalainen638 “never occur together with occupational labels or 

other kind of descriptions of social status, under which the non-Roma invariably appear in court 

records.”639 Although this is sometimes the case in my source material as well, the pattern is 

                                                 
635 “som är en Zigeuner til nation” 
636 Porvoon ja Mäntsälän pitäjien syyskäräjät 1758, KA, Porvoon ja Kymin tuomiokunnan renovoitu 

tuomiokirja, KO a:11, fol. 824–; Porvoon ja Mäntsälän pitäjien talvikäräjät 1759 (§5), KA, Porvoon ja Kymin 

tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:12. In 1797, a crofter Johan Rask from Orimattila parish was 

charged with possessing a horse which had previously been stolen from a crofter named Simon Arvidsson 

Hietanjemi, from Asikkala parish. Johan Rask stated in court that he had received the horse in an exchange with 

an artillery handyman, zigenare Gustaf. Asikkalan pitäjän talvikäräjät 1797, KA, Hollolan tuomiokunnan 

renovoitu tuomiokirja (Kymenkartanon lääni), KO a:21, s. 352–. 
637 On the 28th of October, Hedman, his wife and mother-in-law had arrived in Adam Andersson Antila in 

Värälä village, Elimä parish, where they had stayed overnight. The following day, they had travelled to Vilppula 

village and stayed overnight in the same room with the peasant Henric Henricsson Hocktila. On the 30 th of 

October, they had arrived and spent the night at Petter Thomasson Peckala in Nappa village. Later, they had 

travelled to Samuel Kyhkyin in Ruuhijärvi village in Nastola dependent parish (kapellgäld), where Hedman’s 

wife had given birth and they had met with Fredric Hedman, Carl Mellgrén and Matts, the three other zigenare 

with whom Hedman was arrested. Iitin pitäjän syyskäräjät 1799, Hollolan tuomiokirjan renovoitu tuomiokirja 

(Kymenkartanon lääni), KA, KO a:24, fol. 455v–; Iitin pitäjän talvikäräjät 1800 ja ylimääräiset käräjät 9.1.1800, 

KA, Hollolan tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja (Kymenkartanon lääni), KO a:25, fol. 363– ja 441–; 

In 1795, an artillerist, zigenare Gustaf Ärlig was suspected of horse thefts. He, too, was able to present a 

certificate signed by several peasant wives stating that he had been in another parish at the time of the thefts. 

Sipoon pitäjän ja Tuusulan pitäjän osan syyskäräjät 1795, KA, Porvoon ja Kymin tuomiokunnan renovoitu 

tuomiokirja, KO a:51, fol. 891v–.   
638 Mustalainen is a Finnish ethnonym which does not appear in the sources written in Swedish during my 

research period.  
639 Tervonen 2010, 195–196. Beyond the judicial material, Tervonen has found one exception to this “rule”. In 

1833, Carl Ludwigsson was categorised as “Bonden Zigenare” (peasant Gypsy) in the taxation book of 
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far from automatic: the ethnic label and an occupational label could appear side by side, so that 

we have examples of, for instance, “Zigenaren and soldier”, “Zigenaren and settler”, and even 

“Zigenaren and burgher”. Yet the practice varied: for instance, “Zigeunaren and farrier Fredric 

Sjöberg”640 appears in the protocol of the circuit court of Gamlakarleby and Kelviå, in 1804, 

while most probably the same person is merely referred to as “farrier Fred. Sjöberg” in the 

protocol of the same court the following year.641 

Although the protocols often refer to the ethnic status in a very brief manner, the 

material contains individual cases which shed light on the differentiation between ‘Gypsies’ 

and ‘non-Gypsies’ and on the ways that this border-drawing may have puzzled contemporaries. 

In 1800, former soldier Elias Fagerholm and zigenare Carl Fredric were charged with stealing 

two horses from the pasture in Paakkola village, Asikkala parish. Elias Fagerholm stated in 

court that he was born in the Björneborg province and had served for several years as a soldier 

in the Queen Dowager’s Life Regiment. In 1788, he had been dismissed and since then stayed 

mostly in Gustav Adolfs parish and travelled around the country practicing horse trade. The 

previous July, he had visited Lampis parish for this purpose and met Carl Fredric, who had told 

him that he was searching for some of his relatives “of Gypsy kin”642. Fagerholm had followed 

Carl Fredric, and they had eventually taken the horses from the pasture – according to 

Fagerholm, with the sole purpose of riding them back to Lampis parish. When questioned, Carl 

Fredric confessed that he was “born Gypsy”643 but could not say as to whether he was baptised 

or not. Elias Fagerholm and Carl Fredric were both sentenced to whipping, a pillory and a 

kyrkoplikt (a public humiliation in church). Fagerholm was ordered to suffer the kyrkoplikt in 

church while Carl Fredric, “as a Gypsy and, as far as is known, not Christened”644, was 

sentenced to pay the penalty outside the church. 

This is an interesting case, since it involves two persons with a fairly similar social 

status but differently expressed ethnic status. Strictly speaking, the protocol remains silent 

about the background of Carl Fredric, but the background and the status of Fagerholm were 

                                                 
Leppävirta. The status of Carl Ludwigsson was somewhat exceptional. He and Ludwig Ludwigsson had 

established a firm local position as the municipal horse-shoer in Leppävirta, and, with their profit, bought a 

farmstead. Later, the family acquired several other farmsteads and run them for several generations. Tervonen 

2010, 178–179. 
640 “Zigeunaren och hofslagaren Fredric Sjöberg”, Kokkolan ja Kälviän pitäjien syyskäräjät 1804, KA, Keski-

Pohjanmaan tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:32, fol. 941v. 
641 “Hofslagaren Fred. Sjöberg”, Kokkolan ja Kälviän pitäjien talvikäräjät 1805, KA, Keski-Pohjanmaan ylisen 

tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:1, fol. 113. 
642 “af Ziguenare Släcktet” 
643 “född Ziguenare” 
644 “såsom Ziguenare och eij witterligen Christnad” 
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very similar to those of many ‘Gypsies’ of the era: he was a former soldier who engaged in 

itinerant horse trading. The ethnicity of these persons is not problematized or described in detail 

in the protocol. Nevertheless, there appears to have been a clear ethnic differentiation between 

them, which, together with the question of baptism, influenced their treatment when it came to 

the kyrkoplikt. While Carl Fredric is stated as being “born Gypsy”, Fagerholm is not labelled 

as zigenare, although he shared in many ways a ‘Gypsy way of life’. This case appears to 

indicate that the differentiation between ‘the zigenare’ and ‘the others’ was more connected to 

birth than it was to certain occupations or itineracy.645 

In 1801 and 1802, the circuit court of Helsinge, Nurmijärvi and Tusby handled a 

case concerning a horse theft. The course of events of this case remained obscure even after 

the court hearings. However, this case illuminates nicely the social reality in which the Roma 

acted as well as the difficulties that authorities faced when trying to discover the real march of 

events in circumstances that involved itinerant people whose names and identities, not to 

mention ethnic identities, were all but clear. 

“Two men of Gypsy kin”, 646 Carl Walstén and Fredric Hultin, were arrested on 

the 2nd of September 1801 in the Nummenpä croft, located in Kuikila by, Wånå parish. The 

men had four horses. They were arrested, since the villagers had been informed that three 

horses had been stolen from the pasture in Helsinge gammelstaden.647 Two of the horses that 

Walstén and Hultin had with them resembled the stolen horses.  

Fredric Hultin was a load driver, whereas Carl Walstén was a former load driver, 

then a glassware driver in the Ingeris glass factory. When questioned in court, in September 

1801, the men gave slightly differing stories about their encounter. Hultin told that he had been 

fishing at a small lake in Keltis village in Somerå parish when Walstén had arrived there with 

two unknown men and women. Walstén told that he had been selling glassware before arriving 

in Keltis village, where he had met Hultin. Shortly afterwards, two other men with two women 

had arrived there with three horses. However, Hultin and Walstén agreed on the later course of 

events. According to Walstén, one of the men had said that his name was Ståhlberg and that he 

was a soldier in the Jägerhorn Regiment, whereas the other man “had hidden his name and 

status”.648 The men had immediately travelled away with one of their horses, leaving the 

                                                 
645 Asikkalan pitäjän (Kosken kappeli) ylimääräiset käräjät 11.8.1800, KA, Hollolan tuomiokunnan renovoitu 

tuomiokirja (Hämeen lääni), KO a:18, fol. 1426–. 
646 “2ne karlar af Ziginare slägtet”  
647 These horses belonged to farm bailiff (gårds inspectoren) Jonas Westerlund, pewterer (tengjutaren) Petter 

Pettersson and former sub-lieutenant (under lieutenanten) Ottman. 
648 “har dölgdt sitt namn och stånd” 
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women and two black horses behind. When Walstén and Hultin had left Keltis village, the 

women had followed them, riding on the black horses. Walstén added that he had heard later 

in Tavastehus that a soldier of the Jägerhorn Regiment called Ståhlberg had been arrested. 

Moreover, when Walstén and Hultin were being taken to the Helsingfors prison, they had met 

in Esbo parish the unknown man who had travelled with Ståhlberg. He had stated that his name 

was Holmgrén and that he was being taken to the Sveaborg fortress, yet it was not specified 

for which crime. Hultin, too, confirmed that he had seen Holmgrén arrested. 

The following day, Holmgrén was brought to court. It emerges that he had been 

sentenced to one year forced labour at the Sveaborg fortress as a vagrant who was widely 

known for his ill-manners. The orders given in the provincial secretariat of Åbo which assigned 

his sending to Sveaborg defined him as “a former load driver Johan Fredric Holm, who also 

calls himself Gröndahl”.649 Holmgrén explained in court that he was a son of Carl Fredric, who 

had served as a soldier in the Jägerhorn Regiment with the name Holmgrén and died in 1789 

in Lovisa. Holmgrén had served as a load driver until summer 1801. He had travelled around 

the country unmarried with a woman called Sophia Mattsdotter, with whom he had met a man 

and a woman at the time of haymaking in Kimito parish. The man had introduced himself as a 

soldier of the Jägerhorn Regiment, called Ståhlberg. Holmgrén and Ståhlberg had thereafter 

travelled together on foot until they had arrived in Gammelstaden and stolen three horses from 

the meadow. They had continued their travel with the horses until they had arrived in Keltis 

village, where they had met Hultin and Walstén. Scared of getting caught, Holmgrén and 

Ståhlberg had hastened away with one horse, leaving the women with two stolen horses behind. 

They had the intention of meeting the women again at a later stage, since they did not expect 

them to get caught. However, Ståhlberg and Holmgrén had later parted from one another. 

Ståhlberg had kept the stolen horse while Holmgrén had gone on foot to Björneborg town 

where he had been arrested, sent to Åbo and from there as a vagrant to Sveaborg. 

Holmgrén could not mention any places where he and Ståhlberg would have been 

seen with the stolen horses before or at the time of arriving in Keltis village. For that matter, 

he was unable to name the company of the Jägerhorn Regiment in which Ståhlberg served, nor 

say whether Ståhlberg was furloughed or had escaped from the regiment. However, he stated 

that he had previously seen Ståhlberg at the markets of Åbo “and that he either was of or 

resembled Gypsy kin”.650 Hultin and Walstén disagreed with Holmgrén about the ethnicity of 

                                                 
649 “förre Trosskusken Johan Fredric Holm, hvilcken ock kallar sig Gröndahl” 
650 “at han antingen vore af- eller liknade Zigenare slägtet” 
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Ståhlberg: they “declared that they could not have regarded Ståhlberg as Zigenare, since not 

even his appearance denoted it.”651 

Nine months later, the case was again brought to court. In the meantime, Hultin 

and Walstén had managed to escape from the prison and Johan Ståhlberg had appeared in the 

regiment. Ståhlberg presented in court a ‘vicar’s certificate’ (prästebetyg) stating that he had 

behaved decently when serving in the Jägerhorn Regiment, although, due to his poor 

knowledge of Christian doctrine, he could not be admitted to the communion. It was recorded 

in the court protocol that Ståhlberg had a white appearance, was proficient only in the Finnish 

language, and was born in Leppävirta parish. Ståhlberg said that, after being furloughed on the 

24th of June 1801, he had travelled to Vihtis parish. He was able to name the farms where he 

had stayed and worked until the end of the year. He denied having travelled with any tattare 

or through Kimito or Somerå parishes or having in any way taken part in the horse theft. When 

Johan Fredric Holmgrén was questioned again, he withdrew his previous testimony. He 

explained that Hultin and Walstén had induced him to groundlessly confess the horse theft 

although he had nothing to do with it and had never met Ståhlberg. The court discharged 

Ståhlberg and Holmgrén, but, since Hultin and Walstén had managed to escape, the case could 

not be settled.652 

In many ways, this is an ordinary court case dealing with ‘Gypsies’ suspected of 

horse thefts. Yet it is fascinating, not the least due to its obscurity. In the end, we remain 

confused and uncertain about what actually happened: who was the guilty party, who had given 

false testimonies, and for what reasons? Since it is highly plausible that Holmgrén, Hultin, and 

Walstén had never met Ståhlberg, their statements concerning his ethnicity should not be read 

literally. They should be interpreted instead as a discourse which possibly had nothing to do 

with the ‘real’ identity of Ståhlberg, but which, nonetheless, convey some information about 

how the category zigenare was perceived in the era. 

Holmgrén stated that Ståhlberg “either was of or resembled Gypsy kin”. 

Regardless of Ståhlberg’s identity, this statement links ‘Gypsy ethnicity’ to kinship – it was 

something that a person was born with. On the other hand, it contains the idea that there were 

people who were regarded as resembling zigenare although they actually were not zigenare. 

The statement leaves unclear, who could make the distinction between zigenare and non- 

                                                 
651 “[…] förklarade sig icke hafva kunnat anse Ståhlberg vara Zigenare, då eij heller hans utseende sådant 

utmärkt.” 
652 Helsingin, Nurmijärven ja Tuusulan pitäjän osan syyskäräjät 1801, KA, Porvoon ja Kymin tuomiokunnan 

renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:57, fol. 1142–; Helsingin, Nurmijärven ja Tuusulan pitäjän osan ylimääräiset 

käräjät 28.6.1802, KA, Porvoon ja Kymin tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:58, fol. 1585–. 
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zigenare and which factors were decisive in drawing this distinction. However, it seems to 

indicate that the boundary between zigenare and non-zigenare was not definite but instead 

involved people with ambiguous identities.  

When Hultin and Walstén declared that they could not have regarded Ståhlberg 

as zigenare, they made a reference to his appearance. It is left unclear whether the connection 

between the category zigenare and a certain appearance was made by authorities, by those who 

were identified by themselves or by others as zigenare, or by both. Hultin and Walstén, labelled 

as zigenare, referred to this connection, but we need to remember that they gave their statement 

to authorities. Therefore, they may have referred to it because they knew that the authorities 

paid attention to appearance when identifying zigenare.  

Indeed, it is highly likely that the authorities, at least, connected zigenare to dark 

appearance. When Ståhlberg was questioned in court, his physical appearance, language skills 

and birth place were recorded in the protocol “for a previously occurred reason”,653 which most 

probably referred to the previously raised question concerning his ethnic identity. My source 

material contains a few dozen brief descriptions of the physical appearance of the people 

identified as zigenare, and most of them refer to some sort of ‘darkness’, whether of skin, hair, 

or eyebrows. In fact, these descriptions contain only two references to ‘whiteness’: in 1800, 

Johan Åberg was described as having white facial skin, although he had black hair and 

eyebrows.654 The same year, Carl Hullqvist was recorded as having white facial skin, although 

he, too, had black hair.655 

Finally, when we think of ethnicity, this case is interesting because Holmgrén and 

Ståhlberg both had elements in their background which were often connected to ‘Gypsies’. 

Holmgrén had been travelling around the country with a woman with whom he was not 

married, was sentenced for vagrancy, and he, as well as his father, had been soldiers. Ståhlberg, 

too, was a soldier with a poor knowledge of Christian doctrine. Nevertheless, neither Holmgrén 

nor Ståhlberg was identified as zigenare. Like the previous case concerning Carl Fredric and 

Elias Fagerholm, this case also highlights that many people could live a life similar to ‘Gypsies’ 

without being identified as or identifying themselves as ‘Gypsies’.  

As mentioned earlier, my sample of court cases gives a one-sided picture of 

reality, since it consists almost entirely of cases in which people identified as zigenare were 

                                                 
653 “på förut förekomme anledning” 
654 Kruununvouti (Exped. befallningsman) Juslenius UH mh:lle 27.5.1800, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:157, fol. 1956, 

nro 86; Asikkalan pitäjän ylimääräiset käräjät 7.3.1800, KA, Hollolan tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja 

(Hämeen lääni), KO a:18, fol. 1381v–.  
655 Hollolan kihlakunnantuomari UH mh:lle 9.3.1800, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:156, fol. 345, nro 15.  
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accused or suspected of crimes. The extent to which the crimes committed by non-Roma 

against Roma were brought to court remains an important question. Although I have not 

searched for cases in which Roma stood as plaintiffs and non-Roma as defendants, I have 

nevertheless run across four such examples. Three of them dealt with horse thefts.  

In 1797, zigenare and load driver Mats Löf claimed that peasant Carl Thomasson 

Michola had stolen Löf’s horse, which Löf had previously received in an exchange with 

Michola. Michola explained that when he had entered into an exchange with Löf, Löf had told 

him that the horse that he was to receive was young and flawless. Soon after the exchange, 

however, the horse had turned out to be sick and unusable. Michola had agreed to the exchange 

on condition that he could withdraw from it if he found the horse defective. Therefore, he had 

taken back the horse, which he had previously given to Löf, and given it away for another horse 

a few days later. Löf stated that the horse had not been sick and defective but only weak, which 

Michola himself had seen at the time of the exchange. Furthermore, Michola had not mentioned 

about his will to withdraw from the exchange, although he had seen Löf in a croft the evening 

when he had taken back the horse. This, according to Löf, attested to his culpability.656 

In 1798, “Zigvenaren and settler”657 Fredric Tranström complained that, one day 

in January, at midnight, he and his family had been attacked by a group of men in Talluslammi 

croft where they had stayed overnight. The group had consisted of three peasants, two soldiers, 

a crofter, and a tailor apprentice. The men had shouted and wanted to enter the croft. Scared of 

their shouting, Tranström and his family had bound the door with a rope. As the men had not 

managed to enter the croft, they had broken up glassware in a sleigh which belonged to 

Tranström’s son, Carl Paulus, who served as a glassware driver in the Berga glass factory. 

After that, the men had left, taking with them four horses which belonged to Tranström and his 

family.  

A peasant named Abraham Mattsson Pettinjemi explained in court that he and a 

juryman (nämndeman) named Henric Wassari had met Tranström with his wife and son, a 

drafted soldier, and a ‘Gypsy woman’ in Mäkelä farm where Wassari had entered into a horse 

trade with them. However, after drinking together the “exchange drink”658, Tranström and the 

others had left the offered horse and not paid for it. As Wassari had uttered that “they would 

never be a decent folk”659, they had hit Wassari with “Tattar whips” so that he was still hard 

                                                 
656 Asikkalan pitäjän talvikäräjät 1797, KA, Hollolan tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja (Kymenkartanon 

lääni), KO a:21, fol. 330–. 
657 “Ziqvenaren och nybyggaren” 
658 “så kallade Harjaus eller bytes kannan” 
659 “de aldrig måtte wara rigtigt folck” 
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of hearing. Pettinjemi was not aware of the person who had done this, but he knew that 

Mäkelä’s son Anders had also been hit by the zigenare on the same occasion. Tranström and 

the others had soon left, and Pettinjemi, Wassari, and Anders Mäkelä had travelled after them. 

When they had reached the zigenare, they had passed by them without saying a word, but the 

zigenare had attacked them.  

Pettinjemi and the others had thereafter requested that further people join them to 

search for the zigenare in order to see whether they were supplied with appropriate travel 

permits. Tranström and the others had been found in Talluslammi croft. The men had not dared 

to invade to the croft since Tranström had pointed a gun at them and a crofter of Talluslammi 

had warned them not to come in, saying that the zigenare had a “murder rifle”. They had thus 

taken four horses that belonged to Tranström and his people with the intention that, as the 

owners would come to take the horses back, they could find out whether they had the 

appropriate passports. They had later returned the horses to their owners, by the county bailiff’s 

command.660 

The third case in which a Roma accused a non-Roma in court also concerned a 

horse trade. In 1750, Ludvig Bertilsson Sambo complained that he had been robbed by four 

men, two of whom were identified in the sources as zigenare, and he blamed peasant Mats 

Storskytt for the incident. He claimed that he had bought a horse from Storskytt and put in 

pledge some silver items until he could acquire the required amount of money for the trade. A 

week later, Storskytt had come after Sambo with four men. Storskytt had taken his horse back 

from Sambo and the other men had violently robbed Sambo and his wife. Later Storskytt had 

handed the silver items over to the men.  

Storskytt explained that the four men had come to him and told him that Sambo 

was a thief, forcing Storskytt to join them to look for him. When they had found Sambo, the 

men had taken Storskytt’s horse from Sambo, given it to Storskytt and advised Storskytt to 

leave. Later, the men had come back to Storskytt, telling him that they had sent the arrested 

Sambo another way, and forced Storskytt to hand over the silver items to them. Another peasant 

present testified that Storskytt had not complained about any force, although he had noticed 

that Storskytt had been scared of the men.661 

                                                 
660 Oriveden pitäjän talvikäräjät 1798, KA, Ylä-Satakunnan ylisen tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO 

a:18, fol. 117v–.  
661 Pohjanmaan maaherra UH mh:lle 29.5.1751, liitteenä Pietarsaaren pitäjän syyskäräjien pöytäkirja 

20.11.1750, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:53, fol. 1641–. 
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Although my sample contains only sporadic examples of cases in which Roma 

accused non-Roma of crimes, they nevertheless demonstrate that this pattern was not 

unthinkable. In the case concerning Fredric Tranström and his family, the importance given to 

travel permits is noteworthy. According to the court hearing, Pettinjemi and the others did not 

intend to arrest Tranström and his people for the sake of their alleged violent behaviour. 

Instead, they wanted to see whether they had appropriate travel permits and, if not, arrest them. 

Mobility control was obviously used as a means of social control among the members of the 

community. In this case, however, Tranström and his son were supplied with travel permits, 

written by the governor of Wasa and the owner of the Berga glass factory.  

Besides horse thefts, the property crime allegations of my sample include ten 

thefts and 13 burglaries. They make up 30 percent of the alleged property crimes and 17 percent 

of all the offences of which Roma were accused. Since one court case often included several 

allegations, the allegations concerning thefts and burglaries occurred in 15 cases in total. 

Almost half of the alleged thefts and burglaries were committed against peasants, yet a 

peasant’s widow, two rusthållare, three tenant farmers, two maids, a vice pastor, a cornet, a 

captain, and a zigenare handyman were among the offended parties.  

What catches the eye in the property crimes is the sharp contrast between the level 

of everyday life, in which contacts and trade between Roma and non-Roma seem to have been 

very common, and the level of discourse in which ‘Gypsies’ were generally considered 

suspicious and unreliable trading partners. A court case handled in 1805 and 1806 in the circuit 

court of Pernå provides a good example of this duality.  

The case concerned a fur stolen in November 1804 from Anna Stina Hindberg, 

wife of Petter Hindberg, a corporal of the Jägerhorn Regiment. In the spring of 1805, Petter 

Hindberg had heard that the fur was in the possession of a peasant named Gustaf Andersson 

Ollas, in Pernå parish. When the case was brought to court, Ollas said that he had received the 

fur as a pledge when he had loaned two riksdaler662 to zigenare Hultin. On this occasion, Hultin 

had claimed that he served as a corporal in the Adlercreutz Regiment with the name Allmen 

and that the fur belonged to his wife, Hedwig. A peasant named Henric Jacobsson Jångas had 

been present at the time. He stated in court that Hultin and his wife had been so well-dressed 

that he had neither doubted that Hedvig truly owned the fur nor suspected that she had not 

acquired it honourably. Nevertheless, the fur was no longer in the possession of Ollas, since a 

peasant named Anders Mattsson Könings had taken the fur with him after having paid off 

                                                 
662 Riksdaler was a monetary unit used in the Swedish Kingdom.  
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Hultin’s loan. When questioned in court, Könings told that he had fetched the fur because 

Hedwig had asked him to do it; she had given him money for paying off the loan and for his 

travel expenses.663 

Since Hindberg and his wife had not seen the fur given as a pledge to Ollas, they 

could not say for sure whether the fur was the one stolen from Anna Stina Hindberg. However, 

Hindberg regarded Ollas as liable for the compensation of the fur, since “he had engaged in 

trade with a suspicious person”.664 Although it could not be proven in court that the fur given 

to Ollas was the one that was stolen from Anna Sina Hindberg, the court fined both Ollas and 

Könings. According to the sentence, Ollas and Könings “should not have got in touch or engage 

in trade with Hultin or his wife, who are of Gypsy kin, all the less so as the fur was, according 

to their statements, of the value that the acquisition of Hultin and his wife should justly have 

been mistrusted.”665 

Together with many other examples, this case illustrates how ordinary 

cooperation between Roma and non-Roma was on the level of everyday life. Gustaf Andersson 

Ollas had given a loan to Hultin and accepted the fur as a pledge, whereas Anders Mattsson 

Könings had agreed to fetch the fur on behalf of Hedwig, by her request. After this incident, 

Hultin and his wife had visited Könings again and Hultin had also been seen in the sauna of 

Ollas.666 It is likely that the court protocol leaves many things untold: Did Ollas, Könings and 

Hultin know each other? Had Hultin previously worked for or helped Ollas or Könings? 

Nevertheless, while many of my examples point to trust between Roma and non-Roma, at the 

same time they demonstrate that, if something went wrong, people easily resorted to the 

discourse of the unreliability of the Roma. We should remember, for instance, the case 

concerning Tranström and his family: as the horse trade between juryman Henric Wassari did 

not go as planned, Wassari uttered that “they would never be a decent folk”.667 In other words, 

                                                 
663 Pernajan pitäjän syyskäräjät 1805, KA, Porvoon ja Kymin tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:62, 

fol. 774–. 
664 “såwida han inlåtit sig i handel med en misstänckt person” 
665 “Dock som Olsas och Königs så mycket mindre bort inlåta sig hwarcken med Hultin eller hans hustru, såsom 

af Ziquenare släckte, i någon befattning och handel; som pälsen efter deras upgift warit af det wärde, att 

Hultins och hans hustrus fång bordt skäliga misstänckas [...]”, Pernajan pitäjän talvikäräjät 1806, KA, Porvoon 

ja Kymin tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:63, fol. 77–. In 1794, “Tattare and jaeger” Matts Nick 

was fined for the reason that he had exchanged a stolen horse from a “Tattare woman” Caisa Lind, who was 

regarded as “a suspicious person” (“misstänckt person”). Pernajan, Myrskylän ja Lapinjärven pitäjän osan 

syyskäräjät 1794, KA, Porvoon ja Kymin tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:50, fol. 913–.  
666 Pernajan pitäjän syyskäräjät 1805, KA, Porvoon ja Kymin tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:62, 

fol. 774–; Pernajan pitäjän talvikäräjät 1806, KA, Porvoon ja Kymin tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO 

a:63, fol. 77–. 
667 “de aldrig måtte wara rigtigt folck” 
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if people identified as zigenare cheated, they were not regarded as individuals who had cheated 

but as representatives of a group which was, by default, expected to cheat. 

My source material includes few references to Roma having practiced magic or 

fortune-telling, although, in some general descriptions concerning them, the latter was 

mentioned as a typical source of livelihood for Roma women.668 The scarcity of these 

references in my source material is most probably due to the simple fact that most of my sources 

deal with men. Nevertheless, my sample of court cases contains one case in which Roma 

swindled a farmhand out of belongings on the pretext of practicing magic. 

Henric Ericsson, from Kalvola parish, complained that, in September 1798, 

zigenare Greta Bergström and Sophia Albertina Borglund had arrived at Kanajervi farm and 

told him that, by practicing “various supernatural tricks”669, they had found out that an 

unknown woman wanted to cause Henric epilepsy by using sorcery. As the women had offered 

to avert this, also by means of sorcery, they had borrowed from Henric several of his articles 

of clothing that they needed for their tricks, promising to return them afterwards. When the 

women did not return the following day, Henric Ericsson began to fear deception. He went to 

look for them and found them in Rihimäki croft, where he got back his belongings, with the 

exception of a pair of woollen mittens and a hatband. 

Greta Bergström told in court that she was the wife of Carl Ström, a former 

corporal, then a glassware driver in the Notsjö glass factory. She had been travelling with her 

husband in order to sell glassware. When returning from the Tavastehus market, they had met 

Sophia Albertina Borglund and arrived with her at Kanajervi farm. According to Bergström, 

Henric Ericsson had complained that he suffered from epilepsy (fallande sjuka) and asked her 

for a cure. Bergström had urged him to seek advice from Borglund, since she knew that 

Borglund had several medicines with her. She denied having offered to heal Henric Ericsson 

or having received any clothes from him. 

When questioned in court, Sophia Albertina Borglund stated that she was the 27-

year-old widow of load driver Petter Lindberg. On her way back from the Tavastehus market, 

she had got in the company of Greta Bergström and Carl Ström, with whom she had arrived at 

Kanajervi farm. There they had met Henric Ericsson, who had complained that he suffered 

from epilepsy. Upon his request, Borglund had given him medicine and received some clothes 

as payment. Borglund denied having taken the clothes for the purpose of sorcery. 

                                                 
668 Ganander 1780, §15; Alanen 1948, 192. 
669 “hvarjehanda öfvernaturlige konster”  
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Matts Ericsson swore in court that Henric Ericsson had served him as a farmhand 

for three years, and, during this time, he had not noticed Henric suffering from epilepsy or 

heard anyone saying so. However, he stated that Henric Ericsson was very credulous or simple-

minded. Henric Ericsson, too, denied having ever suffered from epilepsy or received any 

medicine from the defendants. Finally, Sophia Borglund admitted that she had made Henric 

Ericsson believe that he suffered from epilepsy, promising to cure him, after which Henric 

Ericsson, who was short of money, had given her his belongings.670 

As an individual case, this example does not demonstrate in any way that resorting 

to magic was a common way for the Roma to cheat people. However, the case does indicate 

that the belief that Roma possessed supernatural skills and healing skills was not uncommon. 

Regardless of the question as to whether Sophia Borglund possessed medicine or not, the fact 

that she and Bergström stated this in court suggests that they considered this to be a convincing 

story. The perception of ‘Gypsies’ having a connection to magic lived on during the era. 

Violence and homicides 

My sample of court cases includes 33 allegations against Roma which concern 

violence or homicides.671 This constitutes almost one-quarter of all the alleged offences. As 

stated above, these offences differ from other types of offences the Roma were accused of in 

the sense that more than half of them (58 percent) were committed against other Roma. Yet 

there was a further difference between homicides and other violent offences: in nine homicide 

cases out of eleven, the victim was another Roma while, as regards other violent offences, this 

proportion was 10 out of 22. Although the number of homicide cases is relatively small, the 

difference between Roma and non-Roma victims is so significant that it can be taken as 

suggestive. Hence, my sample indicates that, while property crimes were committed almost 

exclusively against non-Roma, violence was committed both against Roma and non-Roma. 

Moreover, serious violence resulting in death was more frequently committed against Roma. 

Yet we should take into account that some of these differences may be explained by the 

variation in the frequency in which different offences were handled in court. It is highly likely 

                                                 
670 Tammelan pitäjän ylimääräiset käräjät 1.–2.10.1798, HMA, Sääksmäen alisen tuomiokunnan arkisto, 

Sääksmäen käräjäkunnan välikäräjien pöytäkirjat, Cc:1, fol. 344–; Sääksmäen ja Kalvolan pitäjien syyskäräjät 

1798, HMA, Sääksmäen alisen tuomiokunnan arkisto, Sääksmäen käräjäkunnan varsinaisasiain pöytäkirjat, 

Ca2:2, fol. 171–; Sääksmäen pitäjän ylimääräiset käräjät 12.11.1798, HMA, Sääksmäen alisen tuomiokunnan 

arkisto, Sääksmäen käräjäkunnan välikäräjien pöytäkirjat, Cc:1, fol. 333–. 
671 This number includes one case in which a Roma man was accused of having threatened the inhabitants of a 

farmhouse with violence and arson. Taivassalon pitäjän talvikäräjät 1791, KA, Vehmaan ja Ala-Satakunnan 

renovoitu tuomiokirja, II KO a:108, fol. 544v–. 
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that part of the offences remain invisible to us since they did not end up in judicial inquiry. 

Nevertheless, the possibility that cases concerning violence or homicides remained 

unexamined is smaller, since authorities were often active in bringing these cases to court. 

Anu Koskivirta, who has studied homicides in northern Savolax and Karelia in 

the late eighteenth century, has stated that the homicides committed by the Roma in these areas 

took place exclusively among the Roma. According to Koskivirta, regardless of social system, 

lower-status social groups have been considered the most reluctant to rely on law and the 

judicial system in settling their disputes. As they seek to solve their conflicts within their own 

communities, this unofficial social control often takes a violent shape and is regarded as 

criminal by authorities. Authorities, in turn, tend to leave the settling of disputes within 

“criminal subcultures” to their own responsibility. Hence, the greatest danger for the criminals 

of these groups lies among their own group.672 

Raino Vehmas has described the Roma culture of the nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries as particularly violent. He has also stated that, rather than resorting to the 

official jurisdiction, the Roma sought to settle their conflicts with other Roma by the system of 

avoidance and vendettas, especially in delicate matters.673 Miika Tervonen has argued that this 

idea of the Roma’s subculture of violence is a too simplistic an explanation for the violence 

that concerned the Roma during the late nineteenth century. Many of the cases which he 

examined involved Roma as active plaintiffs, and some cases had ended up in court only 

because the Roma had raised criminal charges against other Roma.674 In my sample, the 

background reasons for homicides committed among the Roma remain unclear to the extent 

that it is not possible to assess whether long-term feuds between families played some part in 

these cases. In any case, such feuds can hardly serve as an explanation for all intra-ethnic cases, 

since several of these were committed between people who had travelled or lodged in the same 

company. 

Although the idea of a Roma criminal subculture seems out-dated and reductive, 

the fact that many violent offences of my sample were committed among the Roma is 

nevertheless interesting and can shed light on inter-ethnic relations. While “unofficial social 

control” may have played a role in the violence committed among the Roma, the proximity of 

social relations, too, may have influenced the frequency of violence, since violence often 

occurs among people who are familiar to each other. However, we need to explore the cases in 

                                                 
672 Koskivirta 2001, 278. 
673 Vehmas 1961, 101–102, 139–142. 
674 Tervonen 2010, 207–208, 212–213. 
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more detail in order to analyse what they tell us about inter-ethnic relations. When we compare 

the offences against Roma with those against non-Roma, can we detect differences in the 

reasons for the offences or in the relationships between the offenders and the offended parties? 

Can these court cases increase our understanding of the position of the Roma in the 

communities in which they lived? 

Due to their low number, homicide cases offer us intriguing and illustrative 

examples rather than representative data. Nevertheless, some differences can be detected 

between the cases against Roma and those against non-Roma. The two cases with non-Roma 

victims can be interpreted as conflicts between groups rather than individuals: the homicides 

were committed during fights that involved several persons. In one of the cases, in particular, 

it seems that the relationship between the offender and the victim was not close, and the conflict 

was not caused by disputes or feuds between the offender and the offended party. The situation 

was different in cases with Roma victims: the homicides normally occurred between people 

who were known to each other, and the conflicts involved only few people. 

One of the homicide cases against non-Roma took place in 1773, in Gammelby, 

Pernå. According to the court hearings, the peasant Johan Persson had noticed that some 

zigenare had let their horses into his field, and, when he had gone with his children to drive the 

horses away, the zigenare had started a fight. Several of Johan’s neighbours came to help him. 

They managed to drive the horses away and the zigenare began to leave, and tenant farmer 

(landbo) Carl Eskelsson and Johan Persson chased after them. Carl Wennström, identified as a 

zigenare and a soldier in the protocol, had then tried to hit Johan Persson, and, after that, also 

rusthållare Zachris Fredriksson, as he had come to separate Wennström and Johan Persson. 

After this brawl, Wennström had run by Carl Eskelsson and hit him in the head. Wennström 

had been arrested but had soon agreed to settle the conflict with Carl Eskelsson, who had not 

regarded his injury as severe. Wennström had given some money and an old horse to Carl 

Eskelsson as well as some money to the neighbours who had helped to arrest him. Although 

Carl Eskelsson had not complained about his injury afterwards, he died around one month later, 

and a doctor had stated that his death had been caused by the injury to his head.675 

When Carl Wennström was later questioned in court, he confessed that he had hit 

Carl Eskelsson on the head with an edged weapon (hirschfängare). Yet he explained that he 

had done this out of necessity to defend himself during his flight when Carl Eskelsson and the 

                                                 
675 Pernajan, Myrskylän ja Lapinjärven pitäjän osan talvikäräjät ja syyskäräjät 1773, HMA, Porvoon ja Kymin 

tuomiokunnan arkisto, Pernajan käräjäkunnan varsinaisasiain pöytäkirjat, 33, fol. 99v– ja 283v–.  
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other neighbours had violently chased Wennström and the others away. Furthermore, he had 

heard that Carl Eskelsson had got a necrosis in his finger due to a cut by zigenare Matts 

Wennström’s wife, and Carl Wennström believed that it was this cut and not the injury in his 

head that had caused his death. Nevertheless, as several people present during the brawl 

testified that Wennström had held the hirschfängare before his flight, Wennström was 

condemned for causing Carl Eskelssons death.676 

Another case which resulted in a death of a non-Roma took place in 1801 in 

Närpes parish in Österbotten. Carl and Matts Tranström, who were sons of a former settler 

(nybyggare), zigenare Fredric Tranström, arrived in Männystö croft on the evening of 29 

October. Carl Tranström, who was drunk, broke a croft window as well as some household 

utensils with a “Tattare whip” – a whip with a metal button at its other end. As the mistress of 

the house, Hedvig Johansdotter, expressed her indignation at this behaviour, Carl Tranström 

hit her with the same whip, after which Hedvig sent her children to look for help from the 

neighbours, several of whom arrived at the croft. During the brawl, in which the neighbours 

sought to arrest Carl and Matts Tranström, the brothers hit the farmhand Matts Hånga with an 

axe and a pole on a forehead. Four days later Hånga succumbed to his head injuries.677 

The protocol of the Court of Appeal does not reveal whether the Tranström 

brothers and the others involved in the fight were known to each other. However, the draft 

protocols of the circuit court do indicate this: according to one witness, Carl Tranström had 

threatened to beat Matts Hånga earlier the very day that the fight took place.678 It is thus 

possible that the homicide was preceded by some personal hatred or quarrel between the 

Tranström brothers and Hånga. However, Hånga was not involved in the quarrel in the 

Männystö croft but seems to have been selected as a victim while having participated in the 

apprehension of the Tranström brothers. Hence, according to the court proceedings, in neither 

of the cases with non-Roma victims were the victims connected to the original disputes that 

escalated into larger conflicts and resulted in their deaths.  

My sample of court cases contains one homicide case in which a non-Roma was 

accused and sentenced for killing a Roma. In this case, the victim was not selected randomly. 

Although the protocol indicates that the parties did not know each other personally, the 

                                                 
676 Pernajan, Myrskylän ja Lapinjärven pitäjän osan syyskäräjät 1773, HMA, Porvoon ja Kymin tuomiokunnan 

arkisto, Pernajan käräjäkunnan varsinaisaisiain pöytäkirjat, 33, fol. 283v–. 
677 KA, VHO, Di:42, Alistettujen asiain päätöstaltiot, Vaasan lääni, Nro 53. 
678 Närpiön pitäjän ylimääräiset käräjät 16.8.1802, VMA, Etelä-Pohjanmaan tuomiokunnan arkisto, Närpiön 

käräjäkunnan välikäräjien pöytäkirjat, C9b:1. Unfortunately, the draft protocols of the circuit court hearings are 

rather unclear and have been preserved only partially. 



192 

 

homicide was preceded by thefts between them or people close to them. The offender was 

Michel Michelsson Kårppi, a dependent labourer who had previously been punished for a theft 

and, in the autumn 1763, suspected of having stolen a horse from zigenare Adam Hagel. 

On the 20th of April, 1764, some zigenare arrived in Hammaslax village in 

Tohmajärvi parish and were accommodated at the home of a peasant named Simon Pustinen. 

The group included Anders Andersson, his wife, Helena Hagel, her son, Salomon 

Abrahamsson, and some others. The protocol does not reveal whether Adam Hagel was among 

those who arrived in Hammaslax, but at least he was known to them.   

Two days later, in the morning, Anders Andersson, his brother, Johan Andersson, 

and Salomon Abrahamsson went to the home of a peasant named Pål Kuronen, where Michel 

Michelsson lived and which was located in the same village. They inquired about Michel 

Michelsson and explained that he had stolen a horse and a frieze coat from them. According to 

the protocol, the Roma did not know Michel Michelsson, but they heard from those at 

Kuronen’s house that he had left at the time they had arrived. After having found out where 

Michel Michelsson kept his clothes, Salomon Abrahamsson began to look for his coat among 

them. As he did not find it, he took with him a plush (kaffa) which belonged to Michel. After 

this the group split up, Salomon Abrahamsson returned to Pustinen’s house, while the others 

headed to other houses in the village. When Michel Michelsson returned and found out that his 

plush had been taken, he asked his brother Henrich Michelsson and Olof Kuronen to join him 

to get it back. They went together to Pustinen’s house, where Michel Michelsson eventually 

stuck Salomon Abrahamsson with a spear. Salomon died in the same evening.679 

Contrary to the cases with non-Roma victims, it appears that the homicide cases 

with Roma victims were not group confrontations but can rather be interpreted as conflicts 

between individuals. It seems that the homicides resulted from personal quarrels, although the 

court proceedings seldom provide a detailed picture of the background reasons for these 

conflicts. The protocols often reveal that some sort of a dispute had taken place between the 

offenders and victims, but they seldom tell us what these disputes had concerned.  

In 1753, Sophia Andersdotter, wife of a zigenare and artillery handyman named 

Esajas Henrichsson, stabbed a former artillerist, zigenare Henrich Johansson Wallrick. 

According to Sophia Andersdotter, she had met Henrick Johansson on her way from one farm 

to another, and she had then asked Henrick in Finnish: “What are you, escapee, doing here at 

                                                 
679 KA, VHO, Di:5, Alistettujen asiain päätöstaltiot, Savon ja Karjalan lääni, Nro 58. 
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others’ corners?”680 Later Sophia had called Henrick a tramp.681 This exchange of words may 

have pointed to some sort of a territorial division within the Roma. Yet in the protocol of a later 

court hearing, such references are absent. Sophia Andersdotter then explained that she had been 

angry at Wallrick since he had tried to rape her two years earlier. She had thus stabbed him on 

purpose but the knife had accidentally met his stomach instead of his arm. According to a 

peasant who witnessed in the case, Sophia Andersdotter had stated that Wallrick had often 

offended Sophia, and that, instead of joining the company of tattare, he should rather have 

served as a farmhand.682  

In 1766, zigenare and drummer Henrich Rönnman died in a brawl with another 

zigenare, the soldier Jacob Glasberg. A quarrel between Rönnman and Glasberg began late in 

the evening as they were staying together with their wives and children in Sibbo, in the barn of 

the juryman Gustaf Andersson Klåckars. According to the protocol, the quarrel arose when 

Glasberg took off his pants and went outside to relieve himself wearing only a shirt. Rönnman 

started to grumble about this, which led to a dispute during which Rönnman was hit in the head 

with a knife. His death was obviously caused by Glasberg, yet it remained unclear whether or 

not Glasberg stabbed him on purpose.683  

In Libelits parish, in 1806, zigenare Zachris Tropp died after having been stabbed 

in the chest by zigenare Adam Larm. The men had arrived with Carl Fredric Rosch and Tropp’s 

father to peasant Johan Juvonen’s farm and received some food. After the meal, a quarrel had 

broken out between Larm, on one side, and Tropp and Rosch, on the other. Although it had 

taken place “in their own language”, Larm explained after the following battle that he had tried 

to dissuade the others from stealing hay from Juvonen. Thereupon, Tropp and Rosch had begun 

to maltreat and chase Larm. Although Larm had attempted to escape, Tropp caught him and 

Larm stabbed Tropp in order to break free. The district court sentenced Larm to death on the 

basis of the fact that he had only suffered minor violence. Yet the court of appeal changed the 

sentence. It considered that Larm had not been guilty of the battle, but he had had reason to 

fear for his life. It therefore freed Larm from responsibility for Tropp’s death.684  

                                                 
680 “Hvad giör tu här Rymmare uti Andras Knutar?” 
681 “Landslöpare”, Lohjan pitäjän syyskäräjät 1753, KA, Raaseporin tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, II 

KO a:57, fol. 473. 
682 Vihdin pitäjän ja Pusulan kappelikunnan syyskäräjät 1753, HMA, Raaseporin itäisen ja läntisen kihlakunnan 

tuomiokunnan arkisto, Ca1:10, fol. 731–. 
683 Sipoon pitäjän ylimääräiset käräjät 16.6.1766, KA, Porvoon ja Kymin tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, 

KO a:19, fol. 429v–.  
684 KA, VHO, Di:43, Alistettujen asiain päätöstaltiot, Oulun ja Kuopion lääni, Nro 108. 
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The homicides, too, committed between Roma in Ruovesi parish, in 1793,685 and 

in Orivesi parish, in 1797,686 took place among people who were familiar to each other. 

Moreover, the cases in Leppävirta parish, in 1774,687 and Tammela parish, in 1800,688 

concerned people who either knew each other from before or had encountered each other while 

travelling. Unfortunately, instead of shedding light on the reasons for the homicides, the 

sources mainly describe how they were committed. In one case, however, the victim was a 

small child who died accidentally after a Roma man pulled the child’s mother from a bench to 

the floor in a fit of anger. As the mother held the child in her arms during the incident, the child 

was hurt in the head and soon succumbed to his injuries.689  

Many of these cases indicate that the Roma and the non-Roma were to a certain 

extent familiar with each other. Nevertheless, the homicides with non-Roma victims seem to 

have taken place in different kinds of situations and relationships than those with Roma victims. 

The homicides with non-Roma victims took place during fights that involved several persons, 

and the selection of the victims seems to have been rather arbitrary, although the homicide of 

Matts Hånga may have been preceded by antagonism between him and the Tranström brothers. 

The crimes were carried out during group confrontations while several non-Roma sought to 

arrest or chase away the Roma. By contrast, the intra-ethnic homicides appear to have come 

about in close relationships, during conflicts which involved only few people. These 

differences, as well as the low number of homicides with non-Roma victims, point to a certain 

boundary between Roma and non-Roma – yet the question was not necessarily of an ethnic 

boundary. It is likely that, due to the socio-economic distance between the Roma and non-

Roma, their relationships were seldom close enough to give rise to homicides. Moreover, the 

difference can also be explained by the dependence of the Roma on functional relationships 

                                                 
685 An enlisted soldier named Anders Storm, “born Ziguenare” (född Ziguenare), killed another zigenare named 

Wallentin Hultin in Huopio farm (enstaka hemman). Oriveden pitäjän ja Ruoveden pitäjän Hämeen läänin 

puoleisen osan talvikäräjät 1793, HMA, Ylä-Satakunnan ylisen tuomiokunnan arkisto I, Oriveden käräjäkunnan 

varsinaisasiain pöytäkirjat 1793, Ca1:7, fol. 66–.  
686 This conflict took place between Fredric Falck and Carl Falck, resulting in the death of Carl Falck. Oriveden 

pitäjän ja Ruoveden pitäjän Hämeen läänin puoleisen osan talvikäräjät 1798, HMA, Ylä-Satakunnan ylisen 

tuomiokunnan arkisto I, Oriveden käräjäkunnan varsinaisasiain pöytäkirjat, Ca1:12, fol. 159v–,  
687 KA, VHO, Di:10, Alistettujen asiain päätöstaltiot, Savon ja Kymenkartanon lääni, Nro 72. 
688 Mats Frisk, who was condemned for killing Fredric Faltin, stated that he had met Faltin and his party earlier 

and had arrived together with them at the house where the homicide took place. Yet, he said that he did not 

really know Faltin. Tammelan ja Someron pitäjien ylimääräiset käräjät 2.4.1801, HMA, Sääksmäen alisen 

tuomiokunnan arkisto, Tammelan käräjäkunnan välikäräjien pöytäkirjat, Cc:2, fol. 319–; Turun hovioikeus UH 

mh:lle 7.2.1801 ja 17.7.1801, liitteinä Turun hovioikeuden pöytäkirjat 6.2.1801 ja 17.7.1801, HMA, ULka, Sk, 

Ea:158, fol. 283– ja 314–, nro:t 62 ja 68. 
689 KA, VHO, Di:20, Alistettujen asiain päätöstaltiot, Oulun ja Kuopion lääni, Nro 92. 



195 

 

with the sedentary population due to the fact that Roma were often dependent on the 

accommodation and food offered by them.690 

Besides homicides, my sample contains 22 violent offences that occurred in 15 

different court cases, including threats of violence as well as disturbances of domestic peace. 

The offences were committed rather evenly against Roma (ten offences, seven cases) and non-

Roma (twelve offences, nine cases). In two cases against non-Roma, the question was of 

violence against people who tried to arrest Roma or, after arresting them, were transporting 

Roma to a warder.691 In the other cases, the alleged violence was carried out in the houses of 

non-Roma. In the context of the late nineteenth century, Miika Tervonen has argued that, 

despite the relative rarity of inter-ethnic violence, the fact that such violence took place inside 

peasants’ homes made it particularly feared among the rural population.692 This seems likely 

with regard to my research period, too.  

In some of the cases of my sample, the violence was probably motivated by the 

denial of accommodation or by some other kind of rejection. This seems to have been the case 

in Kuopio parish, where Carl Håmain and Johan Berg were accused of treating violently two 

peasants and a peasant’s widow after having been denied accommodation at Christmas time 

1766. The Roma themselves explained that they had first been granted accommodation, but as 

they had shown their passport, a man had ripped it off and people in the house had started to 

maltreat Berg.693 In February 1776, two soldiers were accused of violence at Thomas 

Watanen’s farm in Tohmajärvi. In this case, which has been dealt with in the previous chapter, 

the violence was preceded by Watanen’s reluctance to be in contact with the Roma.694 

According to some witnesses, in 1772, a hired man of burgher Carl Palm, Jonas Bergström, hit 

an old soldier after having been prevented from entering an inn.695 

In the rest of the cases against non-Roma, the court protocols do not shed light on 

the motives of the violence. In 1772, Roma were accused of having committed violence 

                                                 
690 Miika Tervonen has arrived at similar conclusions on the grounds of the conflicts of the late nineteenth 

century. Tervonen 2010, 215–216. 
691 Lempäälän sekä Pirkkalan ja Vesilahden Hämeen läänin puoleisten osien talvikäräjät 1794, KA, Ylä-

Satakunnan ylisen tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:13, fol. 14v–; Vihdin pitäjän ylimääräiset käräjät 

20.2.1806, KA, Raaseporin itäisen tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:13, fol. 965–. Yet the three cases 

in which Roma battered a prisoner driver are not counted in these numbers since they are categorised as 

offences against public order. 
692 Tervonen 2010, 154. 
693 Kuopion pitäjän talvikäräjät 1767, KA, Pien-Savon tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:72, fol. 124–. 
694 Tohmajärven pitäjän ylimääräiset käräjät 16–17.2.1776, KA, Karjalan tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, 

KO a:48. 
695 Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirja 27.2.1772 (§1), KA, Raastuvanoikeuksien renovoidut tuomiokirjat, 

q:41. 
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towards an innkeeper (gästgifvaren).696 In January 1791, a Roma had arrived at the Wähätalo 

farm in Tövsala parish, taking up a knife and threatening the people with violence and arson.697 

During the event in Männystö croft, which took place in 1801 and resulted in the death of 

farmhand Matts Hånga, Carl Tranström hit the mistress of the house, Hedvig Johansdotter, 

with a “Tattare whip”.698  

The incident in Tövsala parish, which included the threat of arson, is an 

interesting, although singular, case: it is the only reference to arson found in my penal court 

material. Cases including arson are entirely absent in the sample of court cases that Miika 

Tervonen has collected from eastern Finland (1865–1901) in his dissertation; yet in the 

Swedish part of the kingdom, arson threats were sometimes associated with Travellers in the 

eighteenth century. Arson was a common and effective way for the landless population to 

threaten land-owners. Tervonen has suggested that the absence of it in Roma-related court 

cases may imply the dependency of the Roma on maintaining a good reputation with peasants 

as well as their position “simply outside the paternalistic employment regime of the 

countryside, and the precarious working conditions which were a constant source of disputes 

between masters and their servants.”699 

The reasons for the violent offences committed among the Roma remain unclear 

in the judicial proceedings. In fact, motive emerges in only one case: farrier Fredrich 

Tranström/Borglund maltreated Gregorius Mattsson, the son of horse trader Valerius Korp, 

when they had a disagreement about a debt. The case was later settled so that Valerius Korp 

and Gregorius Mattsson relieved Tranström of responsibility for the maltreatment, whereas 

Tranström renounced his right to the debt.700 Two other cases concerning violence among the 

Roma were settled between the litigants, while one accusation was withdrawn during the court 

hearing.701 In some cases, it emerges that the parties involved were known to each other, while 

                                                 
696 Turun hovioikeus UH mh:lle 29.8.1772, liitteenä Turun hovioikeuden pöytäkirja 29.8.1772, HMA, ULka, 

Sk, Ea:102, fol. 499–, nro 78. 
697 Taivassalon pitäjän talvikäräjät 1791, KA, Vehmaan ja Ala-Satakunnan tuomiokunnan renovoitu 

tuomiokirja, II KO a:108, fol. 544v–. 
698 KA, VHO, Di:42, Alistettujen asiain päätöstaltiot, Vaasan lääni, No 53. 
699 Tervonen 2010, 216; Svensson 1993, 70–72. 
700 Ilmajoen pitäjän ylimääräiset käräjät 29.7.1791, 23.9.1791, 6.10.1791 ja 17.10.1791, KA, Etelä-Pohjanmaan 

tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokunta, KO a:116, fol. 177–, 178v–, 179–, 181–. 
701 Porvoon ja Mäntsälän pitäjien syyskäräjät 1804, KA, Porvoon ja Kymin tuomiokunnan renovoitu 

tuomiokirja, KO a:61, fol. 1424–; Kokkolan ja Kälviän pitäjien talvikäräjät 1805, KA, Keski-Pohjanmaan ylisen 

tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:1, fol. 113; Pernajan, Myrskylän ja Lapinjärven pitäjän osan 

talvikäräjät 1765, HMA, Porvoon ja Kymin tuomiokunnan arkisto, Pernajan käräjäkunnan varsinaisasiain 

pöytäkirjat, 18, fol. 189–. For the rest of the cases that concern violence among the Roma, see: Kokkolan ja 

Kälviän pitäjien syyskäräjät 1804, KA, Keski-Pohjanmaan tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:32, fol. 

941v; Turun kämnerinoikeuden pöytäkirja 18.9.1766, KA, Raastuvanoikeuksien renovoidut tuomiokirjat, z:264; 

KA, VHO, Di:20, Alistettujen asiain päätöstaltiot, Oulun ja Kuopion lääni, Nro 92. 
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some of the protocols are too brief to shed light on the relation between the offenders and the 

offended parties. 

Even though the relationships between the parties involved in the cases 

concerning violence remain less clear than in the homicide cases, the material contains few 

indications that inter-ethnic violence committed by the Roma would have come into play in 

close relations between Roma and non-Roma. On the basis of my source material, it appears 

that inter-ethnic violence was either arbitrary or preceded by some sort of rejection by the non-

Roma. This tells us a great deal about social and power relations between Roma and non-Roma: 

although relations between Roma and non-Roma could be close, they were seldom close or 

equal enough to give rise to conflicts. Where inter-ethnic relations were functional, Roma 

probably had strong motives to maintain them as such, since they were economically dependent 

on the mainstream population.  

Indeed, although the court material essentially deals with conflicts, it is interesting 

that especially the homicide cases provide us with multiple indications of functional 

relationships between Roma and non-Roma. For instance, when tenant farmer Carl Eskelsson 

was hit on the head by zigenare Carl Wennström in Pernå, in 1773, Wennström managed to 

settle the case with Carl Eskelsson and thus avoid being arrested. According to the court 

protocol, Carl Eskelsson never complained about his injury before his death and, when being 

asked about his condition, he always replied that it would get better.702 

Moreover, the court cases contain multiple references to farmhouses that had 

provided Roma with accommodation. Roma could even be taken from one house to another by 

the local population, yet finding accommodation was always marked by uncertainty. In 1797, 

six Roma had stayed overnight at the home of juryman Magnula in Pehula village, Orivesi 

parish. The party had included Fredric Falck, load driver Carl Falck, his wife, Beata Sophia 

Mattsdotter and their three-year-old son, as well as load driver Fredric Bollström and his 

mother, Ulrica Alexandersdotter. A peasant’s son living at the Magnula farm, Thomas 

Thomasson, stated in court that the juryman had first wanted to deny them accommodation for 

the night. However, he had let them stay overnight since the person who had brought them to 

the juryman from Taipale village had left straightaway, and the party had claimed that they had 

appropriate passports and showed him some papers. According to Thomas Thomasson, they 

had behaved themselves well when staying at Magnula.  

                                                 
702 Pernajan, Myrskylän ja Lapinjärven pitäjän osan talvikäräjät ja syyskäräjät 1773, HMA, Porvoon ja Kymin 

tuomiokunnan arkisto, Pernajan käräjäkunnan varsinaisasiain pöytäkirjat, 33, fol. 99v– ja 283v–. 
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The following afternoon, Carl Falck and Fredric Falck had stayed in Pehula 

village, while the others had been, “upon their assiduous request”703, taken by juryman Pehula’s 

farmhand with a horse and a sleigh to Sarvela farmhouse, in Voitila village. When the Roma 

had arrived at Sarvela, jungfru Margaretha Utter, who lived on the farm, had requested that 

farmhand Henric Mattsson drive them away from the cabin. Henric told that when he had asked 

them to leave, they had refused, replying that “they also are people and cannot dwell in such 

rooms as the cabin of the neighboring farm which, according to them, resembled a pigsty”.704 

When Carl Falck and Fredric Falck had later ridden together to Voitila village, Carl Falck had 

been stabbed on the way. He had been brought wounded to Sarvela farmhouse where Anna 

Mattsdotter, who served as a maid in Sarvela, had nursed him for two days until he died. Fredric 

Falck was convicted of causing his death.705 

If a group was large, splitting up probably facilitated the finding of 

accommodation. For instance, at the time when Henrich Rönnman was killed in Sibbo, 

Rönnman and Glasberg were staying with their families in the barn of juryman Klåckars. 

Reinhold Hedman, who was the uncle of Rönnman’s wife, had found accommodation with his 

wife at verger’s (spögubbens, kyrckio wächtaren) croft. The group was probably known in the 

neighbourhood, since some of the jurymen testified that they had previously seen these people 

and had not heard anything bad about them. Rönnman had also stated in an inn (gästgiveri 

gård) that his father had been killed in the same parish a long time ago.706 Generally speaking, 

based on the court protocols, the witnesses who were heard in court concerning the homicides 

did not speak about the incidents and about the Roma involved in them in a way which 

expressed fear of the Roma. 

My source material contains 21 references to a language other than Finnish or 

Swedish that those identified as tattare or zigenare speak. It was referred to in sources as 

                                                 
703 “å deras trägna anhållan”, Oriveden pitäjän ja Ruoveden pitäjän Hämeen läänin puoleisen osan talvikäräjät 

1798, HMA, Ylä-Satakunnan ylisen tuomiokunnan arkisto I, Oriveden käräjäkunnan varsinaisasiain pöytäkirjat, 

Ca1:12, fol. 163v. 
704 “de äfven äro menniskjor och ej kunde uppehålla sig i sådane rum som grangårds pörtet, hvilket de sagt 

likna en svinstiga”, Oriveden pitäjän ja Ruoveden pitäjän Hämeen läänin puoleisen osan talvikäräjät 1798, 

HMA, Ylä-Satakunnan ylisen tuomiokunnan arkisto I, Oriveden käräjäkunnan varsinaisasiain pöytäkirjat, 

Ca1:12, fol. 185v. 
705 Oriveden pitäjän ja Ruoveden pitäjän Hämeen läänin puoleisen osan talvikäräjät 1798, HMA, Ylä-

Satakunnan ylisen tuomiokunnan arkisto I, Oriveden käräjäkunnan varsinaisasiain pöytäkirjat, Ca1:12, fol. 

159v– ja 185–.  
706 Sipoon pitäjän ylimääräiset käräjät 16.6.1766, KA, Porvoon ja Kymin tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, 

KO a:19, fol. 429v–.  
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“Tattare language”707, “Zigenare language”708, “their own mother tongue”709, their “own 

language”710, or “his language”711. More than half of these references are found in judicial 

protocols which deal with homicides. Interestingly, language had some effect on the fact that 

the background reasons for the homicides often remained unclear due to the fact that the 

witnesses could not always say for sure what the Roma had said in the situations. Using their 

own language in conflict situations may indicate that the Roma wanted their internal conflicts 

to remain within their own group. This can be regarded as an example of boundary drawing 

between the Roma and the non-Roma performed by the Roma. 

Crimes of indecency 

“The Tattare band is always seen increased by new black offspring; but nowhere 

is it heard that a Tattare has been wedded. Without doubt, they perform betrothal and wedding 

summarily below a mantle. They are believed to have several wives at the same time; since a 

man often has several younger and older ones in his companion.”712 This description of 

Chaplain Kristfrid Ganander probably conveys a rather widespread perception of the marital 

and family lives of the Roma. However, it is interesting that my sample of court cases contains 

only six alleged offences of indecency. They included two fornications, two adulteries, and two 

bigamies, yet one of the bigamy accusations was withdrawn during the court hearing.713 

                                                 
707 “Tartarska språken”, “Tatterska språket”, “tattarska”, Turun kämnerinoikeuden pöytäkirjat 18.9.1766 ja 

11.4.1767, KA, Raastuvanoikeuksien renovoidut tuomiokirjat, z:264, z:265; Sipoon pitäjän ylimääräiset käräjät 

16.6.1766, KA, Porvoon ja Kymin tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:19, fol. 439v; Asikkalan pitäjän 

ylimääräiset käräjät 15.8.1803, KA, Hollolan tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja (Kymenkartanon lääni), KO 

a:30, fol. 2456v. 
708 “Zigenare/Ziguenare språket”, Oriveden pitäjän ja Ruoveden pitäjän Hämeen läänin puoleisen osan 

talvikäräjät 1798, HMA, Ylä-Satakunnan ylisen tuomiokunnan arkisto I, Oriveden käräjäkunnan varsinaisasiain 

pöytäkirjat, Ca1:12, fol. 166; Turun hovioikeus UH mh:lle 17.7.1801, liitteenä Turun hovioikeuden pöytäkirja 

17.7.1801, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:158, fol. 314–, nro 68. 
709 “sitt egit moders mål”, Turun kämnerinoikeuden pöytäkirja 18.9.1766, KA, Raastuvanoikeuksien renovoidut 

tuomiokirjat, z:264. 
710 “egit språk”, Turun kämnerinoikeuden pöytäkirja 18.9.1766, KA, Raastuvanoikeuksien renovoidut 

tuomiokirjat, z:264; Oriveden pitäjän ja Ruoveden pitäjän Hämeen läänin puoleisen osan talvikäräjät 1798, 

HMA, Ylä-Satakunnan ylisen tuomiokunnan arkisto I, Oriveden käräjäkunnan varsinaisasiain pöytäkirjat, 

Ca1:12, fol. 167v, 169v, 187; KA, VHO, Di:43, Alistettujen asiain päätöstaltiot, Oulun ja Kuopion lääni, Nro 

108. 
711 “sitt språk”, Oriveden pitäjän ja Ruoveden pitäjän Hämeen läänin puoleisen osan talvikäräjät 1793, HMA, 

Ylä-Satakunnan ylisen tuomiokunnan arkisto I, Oriveden käräjäkunnan varsinaisasiain pöytäkirjat 1793, Ca1:7, 

fol. 69v, 72, 72v, 74v. 
712 “Altid seer man Tattar-hoopen förökt med nya swarta afkomlingar; men ingestädes hörs at någon Tattare 

blifvit wigd. De hålla trolofning och bröllop kort om godt, utan twifwel under wepan. De troos hafva på en gång 

flere hustrur; emedan En karl har ofta flere yngre och äldre i följe med sig.” Ganander 1780, §16. 
713 For the cases concerning fornication, see Turun raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirja 15.4.1761, KA, 

Raastuvanoikeuksien renovoidut tuomiokirjat, z:122, fol. 173–.  
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The other bigamy case concerned Pehr Korp, who wedded Karin Hindrichsdotter 

before having divorced Maria Andersdotter, whom he had married, in 1706, in Veckelax parish, 

Kymmenegård province. The case was handled in court over the course of two decades. Korp 

explained in court that he had been forced by zigenare Anders Andersson Bolström, who was 

a rusthållare of Kannusjärvi, in Fredrikshamn, to marry his daughter, Maria. Two years later, 

while Korp served in the army, Maria had committed adultery. Korp had left Maria because of 

this without requesting divorce or legal examination on the matter. In 1712, he had married 

Karin, the daughter of quartermaster Hindrich Pilroot. A day after Korp and Karin wed, Korp 

had found out that his former father-in-law, Anders Andersson, was at the Liljendal farm. Korp 

had gone there to talk with him and requested of Anders Andersson to express his disapproval 

of his recent marriage if he found reason to do so. The protocol keeps silent about Anders 

Andersson’s response – it merely states that Anders Andersson had been driven away from the 

farm. 

According to the witness testimonies, Maria Andersdotter, too, remarried. Pehr 

Korp and Karin Hindrichsdotter moved later to Österbotten, where they lived in the Karkaus 

croft at least between the years 1727 and 1737. The Court of Appeal found Korp eligible to 

divorce from Maria Andersdotter. However, he was fined because he had not divorced Maria 

before marrying Karin. Since Karin was unaware of the former marriage of Korp, she was 

released.714 

Although my source material contains some references to marriages between 

people defined as tattare or zigenare, it nevertheless appears that their marital relationships 

were not frequently regulated by the church. Indeed, according to the information obtained 

from the HISKI database, which gives digital access to parish records, baptising and burying 

people defined as zigenare and tattare was notably more common than wedding them. The 

explanation for this is probably twofold. Roma did not necessarily regard the ecclesiastical 

sacraments important, and priests were not always anxious to wed them – possibly, in part at 

least, due to the lack of knowledge about their former marital statuses. 

This was expressed, in 1750, by the vicar of Tavastehus, Carl Zidbäck, who wrote 

that he had baptised some illegitimate children of zigenare. He deplored that their parents had 

not been wed yet, nor had they been punished for this reason. The vicar stated that the secular 

court did not handle offences which concerned the illegal cohabitation of the Roma when they 

                                                 
714 Uudenkaarlepyyn pitäjän talvikäräjät 1734, KA, Etelä-Pohjanmaan tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO 

a:45, fol. 200–; Turun hovioikeus Kk mh:lle 19.3.1753, liitteenä Turun hovioikeuden pöytäkirja 19.3.1753, 

MMA, KLka, Sk, vol. 289, nro 12. 
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declared that they wished to be wed. The vicar, in turn, was not able to wed them since he 

lacked the necessary information about their non-impediment.715 

In the 1750s, in Libelits parish, a vicar had denied a wedding to a “travelling, 

unknown Zigeuner”716 called Salomon, who had entered into a relationship with a maid named 

Anna Hardikain. According to Anna, Salomon had persuaded her to become his wife, after 

which Anna had followed him and “his unsettled companions”717 to Tohmajärvi parish, where 

Salomon had maltreated her, taken all her belongings and driven her away from him. The 

following year, the case was brought to court, and Anna was charged with fornication. The 

vicar testified that Salomon had once approached him, saying that he had betrothed Anna and 

requesting a legal wedding with her. However, the vicar had not allowed this, since Salomon 

was an unknown man and the vicar had lacked information about his non-impediment.718 

An adultery case handled in 1766 illustrates well the challenges that a military 

profession and itineracy could bring about in family relations: people often had to deal with 

uncertainties about the location and the survival of their spouses. The case concerned Jacob 

Glasberg and Ulrica/Juliana Ekenberg, who had had two children together during the time that 

Glasberg had been married to Lisa Abrahamsdotter. Glasberg, who served as a soldier, said in 

court that he had met Ekenberg in 1761, soon after he had returned from Pomerania. Unaware 

of the whereabouts of his wife, he had engaged Ekenberg, assuring her that he was unmarried. 

Glasberg and Ekenberg had stayed together until autumn or winter 1765, when Glasberg had 

found out that his wife was in Russian Carelia. He then left Ekenberg and searched for his 

wife.719 

  

                                                 
715 Turun konsistori UH mh:lle 12.6.1751, liitteenä Hämeenlinnan kirkkoherran kirjoitus, HMA, ULka, Sk, 

Ea:53, fol. 1888. 
716 “en kringfarande okiänd Zigeuner” 
717 “hans obeständiga stallbröder”  
718 Liperin pitäjän syyskäräjät 1757, KA, Karjalan tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:26, fol. 1310–. 

I’m grateful to Pekka Pitkänen, who pointed this source out to me. 
719 Janakkalan ja Vanajan pitäjien syyskäräjät 1766, KA, Hollolan tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, II KO 

a:25, fol. 1312v–. In an earlier court case, in which Glasberg was accused of a homicide, Glasberg stated that his 

wife had been with some of his relatives in Savolax when he had found her. It is interesting that Glasberg 

himself brought out this adultery when he was accused of a homicide in court. Other Roma involved in the 

homicide case, too, confessed to crimes of indecency, among them the wife of Glasberg, Lisa Adamsdotter. 

Sipoon pitäjän ylimääräiset käräjät 16.6.1766, KA, Porvoon ja Kymin tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO 

a:19, fol. 452v. 
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The criminal cases that concern violence and homicides, in particular, point to the 

existence of a rather clear boundary between Roma and non-Roma. Especially serious violence 

was rarely committed against non-Roma. Furthermore, intra-ethnic and inter-ethnic violent 

confrontation came out in different kinds of relationships: when compared to the crimes 

committed between Roma and non-Roma, those among the Roma came about in closer 

relations. Nevertheless, this difference did not necessarily result from ethnic boundaries but 

could also be explained by socio-economic reasons: Roma sought to refrain from violent 

confrontation with the mainstream population since they were economically dependent on 

them.  

Yet this was not the case with property crimes, which were commonly perpetrated 

against non-Roma. We should keep in mind that the extremely high proportion of property 

crimes committed against non-Roma in my sample does not necessarily fully reflect reality, 

since it is possible that those perpetrated against the Roma themselves did not always end up 

in court. Notwithstanding this, the number of property crimes committed against non-Roma 

was large when compared with other types of crimes. This can be explained by economic 

reasons, in so far as Roma often had a rather low socio-economic status: poverty was 

undoubtedly one underlying reason for these crimes. Nevertheless, the property crime cases do 

not seem to reinforce the argument that Roma refrained from conflict in order to uphold good 

relations with the mainstream population. Yet, on the grounds of the court procedures, it is 

often difficult to say for sure whether the crimes were committed in regions where the 

perpetrators had long-term economic and social relations or in more remote districts, from the 

viewpoint of their day-to-day social connections. Miika Tervonen has shown in his dissertation 

that in more than half of the trials held in the circuit court district of Sortavala between 1883 

and 1894, in which Roma stood accused, they came from outside the parish.720 

Some of the criminal cases seem to strengthen the perception that being a Roma 

was not merely considered as being based on a certain “way of life”. Although the material 

does not provide an exhaustive answer to the question as to what, then, it was based on, it does 

appear that descent was regarded as one key factor which determined whether a person was or 

was not a Roma. Appearance could also be used as a reason when assessing ethnicity. Yet, a 

                                                 
720 Tervonen 2010, 196. 
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certain ‘grey area’ remained. There were people who were thought to resemble ‘Gypsies’, 

though they were not ‘Gypsies’, and one could never be certain of everyone’s identity. 
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6. Social mobility and ethnicity 

We have seen that, in the eighteenth century, the categories zigenare and tattare 

were strongly connected with socio-economic notions such as vagrancy, mobility, and poverty. 

Yet, despite this connection, many sources indicate that they could not be reduced merely to 

these socio-economic categories. This chapter delves deeper into the connection between 

‘ethnic’ and ‘social’ statuses by exploring what happened when the link between the categories 

zigenare/tattare, on the one hand, and vagrancy, mobility, and poverty, on the other, was 

loosened. 

My source material contains individual examples of people identified as 

zigenare/tattare who managed to improve their socio-economic status. Based on these 

examples, this chapter examines whether and how the ascent in social status influenced the 

ethnic status of these people, either in relation to their identification in official sources or to 

their social connections and status in local communities. The chapter begins by looking at the 

sphere of agricultural work, after which the focus will switch to towns and burgher rights. 

Instead of being representative, the cases which this chapter builds on can be 

regarded as revealing examples: as they unsettle the connection between ‘Gypsy’ and 

‘poverty’, they allow us to observe the persistence, flexibility and possible change of ethnic 

identity in situations of ascending socio-economic status. While the case studies of this chapter 

do not allow us to examine the frequency of social mobility among those identified as 

zigenare/tattare, they offer in-depth and detailed knowledge which can break stereotypes. 

Placing a single Roma burgher family to the centre of analysis enables an in-depth examination 

of their interactions with the town community and other Roma and their identification in 

different situations. We cannot generalise that the quality of their social relations and their 

ethnic identification applied to all zigenare/tattare who managed to raise their social status. 

However, while providing a more nuanced understanding of the relationship between ‘social’ 

and ‘ethnic’, the case study demonstrates that the categories zigenare/tattare were not 

exclusively connected with poverty. 

Hence, rather than seeking to evaluate how common social mobility among those 

identified as zigenare in the eighteenth century was, the aim of this chapter is to enrich our 

understanding of the ways in which the categories zigenare/tattare were understood in the era 

and how these perceptions shaped social relations. From this point of view, the frequency of 
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social mobility is not crucially important – instead, it is essential to carefully analyse what 

happened to ethnic identification when social ascension took place. 

Land as a channel to social mobility 

In March, 1752, Municipal Official Eric Holm requested that the treasurer’s court 

of Helsingfors assign Lisa Abrahamsdotter to serve him, since she had stayed in the city 

without a place of service and legal protection. In the court session, Lisa told that she had 

served in Bemböle, located in Esbo parish, the previous year. Since St Michel’s day, she had 

lacked a place of service and had stayed in the city at her mother’s place. Her mother was “of 

Gypsy kin” and currently married to zigenare and artillery handyman Otto Mynning. Lisa’s 

father, Abraham Ahrnkihl, had been a peasant in Skrakaby and had died when Russia had 

occupied Finland (1742–1743). The treasurer’s court ordered Lisa Abrahamsdotter to enter into 

the service of Eric Holm for half pay, following the servant statute of 1739 which stated that 

loose maids, who did not have disabled and old parents to look after, should serve their informer 

for one year for a half pay.721 

We have other sources which shed light on the descent of Lisa Abrahamsdotter. 

Although it is not certain, it seems highly probable that Jeremias Johansson Hommonen was 

Lisa’s grandfather. As mentioned in the chapter dealing with occupational spheres, Count Karl 

Bonde had allowed tattare Jeremias Johansson Hommonen, his father, and his father-in-law to 

have a croft at the Olkkala farm, in Vichtis, in 1696. He had also granted them permission to 

make their living in the province as long as they paid their personal tax (mantalspenningar) 

and did not offend peasants. Jeremias and his people later changed their domicile to a croft in 

a rusthåll in Domarby, in Helsinge parish. The governor approved this in February 1701 and 

granted them permission to travel without hindrance around the country in order to claim their 

debts.722 

The family moved later to Esbo parish. In the circuit court session of Esbo, in 

1733, County Bailiff Hans Lindberg inquired whether he should still allow Jeremias 

Hommonen to stay in the parish or whether he should drive him away. The jury stated that 

Jeremias and his wife were already so old that they mainly stayed with their daughter who was 

married to a soldier in Skrakaby, Abram Axelsson. Due to the old age of Jeremias and his wife, 

                                                 
721 Helsingin kämnerinoikeuden pöytäkirja 17.3.1752, KA, Raastuvanoikeuksien renovoidut tuomiokirjat, g:137. 

I am grateful to Petri Talvitie, who pointed this source out to me.  
722 Hollolan ja Tennilän pitäjien syyskäräjät 1702, KA, Porvoon ja Hollolan tuomiokunnan renovoitu 

tuomiokirja, KO a:22, fol. 192–193.  
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the jury ruled that they should not be driven away as long as they behaved well and did not 

deceive other inhabitants.723 

Was Abram Axelsson the father of Lisa Abrahamsdotter? I suspect that he was, 

even though the story that Lisa gave in the treasurer’s court session, in 1752, and the 

information gained from the earlier court protocols differ slightly from one another. According 

to the court protocols, the daughter of Jeremias Hommonen, Rosina, was married to a soldier 

called Abram Axelsson, whereas Lisa told the court that her father was a peasant named 

Abraham Ahrnkihl.724 However, both Abram Axelsson and Abraham Ahrnkihl were said to 

have lived in Skrakaby and have had a relationship with a woman identified as a 

zigenare/tattare. According to Lisa, her father died during the years of Russian occupation 

(1742–1743) while the HISKI database reveals that a man named Abraham Axelsson was 

buried on the 20th of March, 1743, in Skrakaby.725 Indeed, in the communion books of Esbo 

parish, we find a man named Abraham Axelss[on] Arnkihl, who served as a soldier in Skrakaby 

and was married to Rosina Jeremiad[otte]r.726 Abraham Axelsson was a tenure soldier, which 

meant that he lived permanently in Skrakaby and, according to Anita Tuurala, his father was a 

peasant.727 It is possible that Lisa claimed that her father had been a peasant since she wanted 

emphasise his status. 

The family of Jeremias Hommonen provides a fascinating early example of an 

attempt at upward social mobility by people labelled as tattare. In order to achieve this, 

Jeremias sought to separate himself from other tattare. In October 1701, in the session of the 

circuit court, Hommonen requested that the travel permission granted to his family by the 

governor be recorded in the protocol and that attention be paid to the fact that “Jeremias wants 

to be entirely dissociated from other tattare who roam around the country who do not have the 

permission of authorities for this but who should be arrested with their company by Crown 

servants according to the resolution passed by the […] governor on the 9th of February 1700”.728 

                                                 
723 Espoon pitäjän sekä Kortjärven ja Enäjärven verokuntien talvikäräjät 1733, KA, Raaseporin tuomiokunnan 

tuomiokirja, KO a:33, fol. 92–92v. 
724 According to a court hearing, Rosina and Abram Axelsson married circa 1725. Espoon pitäjän sekä 

Kortjärven ja Enäjärven verokuntien syyskäräjät 1731, KA, Raaseporin tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, 

KO a:31, fol. 1019v–1021. 
725 http://hiski.genealogia.fi/hiski?fi, read 7 February 2017. 
726 Espoon seurakunnan rippikirja 1735–1742, KA, Espoon seurakunnan arkisto, I Aa:1, fol. 102. 
727 Tuurala 1977.  
728 “Jeremias aldeles will wara exemt och afsöndrat ifrån dhe andre landet kringfarande Tattare, som eij hafwe 

höga Öfwerheetens tillståndh der till, uthan böra fast heller efter Högwälborne Herr Baron General Majorens 

och Landshöfdingens Resolution af d. 9. Febr. 1700 af Crono betienterne fängslas medh alt sitt föllje”, Hollolan 

ja Tennilän pitäjien syyskäräjät 1702, KA, Porvoon ja Hollolan tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:22, 

fol. 192–193.  
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His strategy thus resembled that of Lars Svart who, as seen in the chapter dealing with 

occupational spheres, was granted permission to stay with his family in the province of Nyland 

och Tavastehus in the 1740s. According to the bishop of Borgå diocese, Svart wished to have 

the king’s confirmation for the permission so that he “could be entirely separated from the other 

Tattare party that roams around the country”.729 

Besides the daughter who was married to Abram Axelsson, Jeremias Hommonen 

and Walborg Nielsdotter had another daughter who served as a maid: she served in Lojo in 

1733 but had previously worked in Esbo parish.730 More interestingly, Jeremias Hommonen 

apparently also had a son who went to school. A group of students were questioned in the 

treasurer’s court of Åbo, in April 1709, for breaking the windows of inn-keeper Sigred 

Johansdotter. Johannes Jeremiae, who was said to be the son of tattare Jeremias Hommonen, 

was questioned among these 17 students. He admitted that he had carried torches with the other 

students in the funeral of Major Crister Carpelan but denied having broken the windows of the 

inn.731 It would be extremely interesting to know where Johannes Jeremiae ended up later in 

his life, but unfortunately I have not found more sources on him.732  

The sources concerning the family of Jeremias Hommonen are rather scarce and 

do not enable an in-depth analysis of the social status of this family. Nevertheless, court 

protocols contain some brief references which indicate that the family lived a rather ordinary 

life tied to the local communities. For instance, the daughter of Jeremias, who served as a maid, 

                                                 
729 “kunde aldeles afsöndrad wara ifrån det andre kring Landet vagerande Tattare följet”, Uudenmaan ja 

Hämeen varamaaherra KM:lle 31.8.1748, liitteenä Johan Nylanderin kirje 2.12.1746, RA, Landshövdingarnas 

skrivelser till KM, Nylands och Tavastehus län, vol. 16, (KA, Mf FR 20). 
730 Espoon pitäjän sekä Kortjärven ja Enäjärven verokuntien talvikäräjät 1733, KA, Raaseporin tuomiokunnan 

tuomiokirja, KO a:33, fol. 92–92v. 
731 Turun kämnerinoikeuden pöytäkirjat 12.4.1709 ja 29.5.1709, KA, Raastuvanoikeuksien renovoidut 

tuomiokirjat, z:217, fol. 777–782 ja 1125–1127; About this case, see also Turun kämnerinoikeuden pöytäkirjat 

3.4.1709, 10.4.1709 ja 15.5.1709, KA, Raastuvanoikeuksien renovoidut tuomiokirjat, z:217, fol. 654, 764–65 ja 

992–993. 
732 Harald Hornborg suspected, in 1929, that Johannes Jeremiae would later have been called Johan Homén. 

Homén was ordained as a priest, in 1721, and he became the vicar of Eura after the death of his father-in-law, 

Gregorius Gottlebe. However, opinions concerning the background of Johan Homén have varied. In 1901, Axel 

Bergholm presented that Johan Homén’s father was rusthållare Olof Hommoinen from Kalvola parish, 

Keikkala village. This view was repeated in 1963 in the reference book, Turun hiippakunnan paimenmuisto, and 

it was based on the information of a funeral sermon of the year 1840. Yet no Johan Olai originating from 

Kalvola could be found in the roll of the school of Åbo. Hence, according to a more recent understanding, the 

father of Johan Homén was Thomas Pauli Homman, who began his studies in the Royal Academy of Åbo in 

1667 and worked as a parish clerk (pitäjänapulainen) of Kalvola 1676–1708. Tuurala 1977, 6–7, 9–11; 

Kotivuori 2005. 
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was said to have attended church service.733 Jeremias and his wife settled in court their disputes 

with other inhabitants, and Abram Axelsson sometimes stood as their spokesman.734  

 By getting a croft and official permission to travel and practice horsetrade, 

Jeremias Hommonen sought to acquire legal status in society. It seems that, in order to obtain 

this, he considered it necessary to make a break from other people labelled as tattare. 

Apparently, he followed this principle with regards to the next generation as well: the brief 

references we have concerning the children of Jeremias Hommonen do not imply that they 

lived an itinerant life. His son received an education, one daughter became a maid and another 

daughter married the son of a peasant. Yet, regardless of all this, the possible expulsion of 

Hommonen and his wife from the locality was taken under consideration as late as in the 1730s. 

In 1733, Hommonen was still identified as an “old Tattare”.735 It thus appears that getting rid 

of the tattare label, at least in one generation, was difficult. If we assume that Lisa 

Abrahamsdotter was the grandchild of Jeremias Hommonen, it did not seem to be easy for the 

next generation, either. According to Lisa’s account, her mother was identified as zigenare and 

had also remarried a soldier identified as zigenare.736 

Indeed, this case provides some interesting indications concerning official 

labelling. In 1701, the circuit court of Helsinge and Nurmijärvi handled some disputes between 

Jeremias Hommonen and Maria Bertillsdotter concerning disagreements on compensation for 

a swine, horse curing and horse leasing. What is interesting and conspicuous, is that, in the 

court protocol, the name of Jeremias Hommonen is written only once in the beginning of the 

document while, after that, he is merely referred to as tattare.737 Hence, the ethnic labelling in 

                                                 
733 Espoon pitäjän sekä Kortjärven ja Enäjärven verokuntien syyskäräjät 1731, KA, Raaseporin tuomiokunnan 

renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:31, fol. 1016v–1017v. 
734 Helsingin ja Nurmijärven pitäjien talvikäräjät 1701, KA, Porvoon ja Hollolan tuomiokunnan renovoitu 

tuomiokirja, KO a:21, s. 75–77; Espoon pitäjän sekä Kortjärven ja Enäjärven verokuntien syyskäräjät 1731, KA, 

Raaseporin tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:31, fol. 1016v–1017v, 1019v–1021. 
735  “Gamla Tattaren” 
736 For comparison, it is intriguing to note that, in 1728, tattare Johan Johansson Hommonen requested from the 

circuit court of Birckala parish (located around 180 kilometers north from Esbo) that he be exempted from 

farming and allowed to practice legal horsetrade in the locality. Hommonen stated that he had four children, the 

eldest of whom he planned to send to school in Björneborg. They lived together with his brother-in-law and his 

three children. However, the parish inhabitants complained that, although Hommonen was marked as a tenant 

farmer in a rusthåll in Teivaala, he did not really stay there but roamed around with other tattare. The 

inhabitants considered that the family should be expelled from the locality. Regardless of a similar name, we do 

not know whether Johan Johansson Hommonen was a relative of Jeremias Johansson Hommonen. In any event, 

we notice a clear difference in the attitude of the local populations towards them: Johan Johansson Hommonen 

stayed in touch and travelled with other people labelled as tattare and he was rejected, whereas Jeremias 

Johansson Hommonen, who apparently broke away from other tattare, was tolerated by the local population. 

Pirkkalan pitäjän ja Messukylän pastoraatin kesä- ja syyskäräjät 1728, KA, Ylä-Satakunnan tuomiokunnan 

renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:40, fol. 196–197v; Saarenheimo 1974, 302–303. 
737 Helsingin ja Nurmijärven talvikäräjät 1.3.1701, KA, Porvoon ja Hollolan tuomiokunnan renovoitu 

tuomiokirja, KO a:21, fol. 75–77. 
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this protocol is highly pronounced, while, in the later court protocols which deal with 

Hommonen, the label tattare is used much less frequently: it occurs only together with the 

name and the name is used also independently of the ethnic label. This can be regarded as an 

example of the “situational” character of ethnic labelling. It is also possible that Hommonen’s 

ethnic labelling became less intensive as he became better integrated in the surrounding 

localities. 

When it comes to Lisa Abrahamsdotter and her hearing in the treasurer’s court of 

Helsingfors, in 1752, we notice a change in ethnic labelling. Lisa Abrahamsdotter is not 

referred to as zigenare/tattare – it is merely stated that she said that her mother was a zigenare 

and was married to a zigenare. If we assume that Abram Axelsson was Lisa’s father, Lisa was 

born into a mixed marriage between a Roma and a non-Roma. We do not know much about 

Lisa’s life history, other than that she had served as a maid and had also stayed with her mother. 

Nevertheless, the court protocol indicates that the progeny of an interethnic marriage was not 

automatically identified as zigenare/tattare. 

Generally speaking, my source material contains very few references to 

interethnic marriages between Roma and non-Roma. In addition to Abram Axelsson and 

Rosina Jeremiadotter, we have only sporadic examples, such as Ludvig Bertilsson Sambo, a 

former tenure soldier who married a peasant’s daughter, and supposedly Pehr Korp, who 

married the daughter of a quartermaster.738 Nevertheless, the low number of examples does not 

demonstrate that interethnic marriages did not take place. My sources deal with people 

identified as zigenare and to a great extent with those who for some reason caught the eye of 

authorities. It can thus be expected that interethnic marriages and people who were perhaps 

less clearly identified as zigenare are not widely visible in the material. On the basis of these 

sporadic examples, it cannot be said that the phenomenon was very common – yet the examples 

demonstrate that it did take place.  

In the chapter concerning occupational spheres, I showed that acquiring status as 

a tenant farmer was a rather common way for the Roma to seek a more secure position in 

society. Being a tenant farmer often involved a combination of itineracy and sedentarism in 

varying proportions. The case of Jeremias Hommonen demonstrates that this could eventually 

lead to upward social mobility – notwithstanding the likelihood that ascending social ladders 

often took more than one generation. Although there are sporadic indications that some Roma 

                                                 
738 Pohjanmaan maaherra UH mh:lle 29.5.1751 ja pöytäkirjat liitteenä, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:53, fol. 1641–; 

Uudenkaarlepyyn pitäjän talvikäräjät 1734, KA, Etelä-Pohjanmaan tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO 

a:45, fol. 200–. 
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could succeed in acquiring even higher positions in agricultural society, these references should 

be interpreted with caution, since no reliable evidence has been found concerning this 

phenomenon.739 

Burghership 

A burgher family in Nådendal 

They arrive to exchange horses and fight at markets in Lovisa, Tavastehus, Åbo, and 

especially Nådendal, where many of them have also settled down and where they enjoy 

burgher rights, so that the latter is a real Tattar town; for which reason a heroic wife of a 

bishop always travelled to Nådendal to find amusement in the racket made by Tattare. 

Two years ago, a powerful Tattare travelled with his wife from Nådendal to a place 

located sixty kilometres from Uleåborg town to fetch the clothes which he had left in 

storage with a peasant ten years earlier and which included a silk kaftan, a coat, and very 

fine bed linen.740 

This is how the chaplain of Rantsila, Kristfrid Ganander, described the presence of Roma in 

Finnish towns in the latter part of the eighteenth century. According to his description, many 

tattare had settled down in Nådendal, where they had acquired burgher rights. Already in the 

seventeenth century, some people identified as tattare/zigenare had acquired burgher rights in 

the Swedish part of the kingdom. In Sweden, these burghers were most commonly seen in 

small and relatively newly established towns. In order to maintain town privileges and tax 

revenues, it was necessary for these towns to maintain or increase their population. Hence, 

many of them were willing to receive the burgher fees paid by people identified as tattare, even 

though the new burghers could travel in the countryside a part of the year. Acquiring burgher 

                                                 
739 In a court record from the year 1734, zigenare Anders Andersson Bolström was said to be a holder of a 

rusthåll (rusthållare) in Kannusjärvi in Fredrikshamn. Moreover, according to Allan Etzler, some Roma who 

fled from Finland to the Västernorrland province during the Great Northern War also showed that they had been 

holders of rusthåll in Finland. These references are intriguing since rusthålls were usually large farms: they 

supported a cavalryman with his horse and equipment in exchange for tax exemption. However, although the 

taxation books of Kannusjärvi, Veckelax, contain references to a man named Anders Andersson Borgström and 

his family, the family was listed below the ‘title’ “Sigenaren” in the 1730s, and no house number was attached 

to the household. Martti Korhonen, who has written the history of Veckelax parish, has noted that the family 

lived in the parish from 1722 until the Russian occupation in 1742. Uudenkaarlepyyn pastoraatin talvikäräjät 

1734, KA, Etelä-Pohjanmaan tuomiokunnan renovoitu tuomiokirja, KO a:45, s. 200–; Etzler 1944, 86; KA, 

Savonlinnan ja Kymenkartanon läänin tilejä, Tositekirjat 1726, 1730–1739; Korhonen 1981, 470. 
740 “På marcknaderne i Lovisa, Tawastehuus, Åbo, och i synnerhet Nådendahl, där ock monga sig ned satt och 

njuta Borgarerätt, så at den sidstnämnde är just en Tattarstad, infinna de sig, at byta hästar och til at slåss; 

hvarföre en wiss heroisk Biskopinna reste altid ut til Nådendahl at roa sig, åt Tattarenas buller. För 2. åhr 

sedan reste en förnäm Tattare med Dess fru alt på 6 mihl när til Uhleåborgs stad, ifrån Nådendahl, at afhämta 

dess för 10. åhr sedan hos en Bonde i förwahr satte kläder, som woro en sidentygs robbe, kofta, och rätt goda 

sängkläder.” Ganander 1780, §15. 
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rights can thus be seen as a strategy which enabled mobility in a similar way as the status of a 

tenant farmer or a soldier.741 

It is interesting that, in Sweden, tattare were granted burgher rights during the 

same period that expulsion legislation was in force. Such an inconsistency has been 

documented from the German-speaking areas, too, where, at the same time that persecution 

policies were enforced, ‘Gypsies’ were sometimes given permission to settle down.742 

Although I have not found examples of tattare having acquired burghership in seventeenth-

century Finland, we do have sources recounting how Count Per Brahe attempted to settle over 

one hundred tattare in Salo parish and Pielisjärvi, in the 1660s. Moreover, references to 

individual tattare having received permission to settle have been preserved from the 

seventeenth century.743 

Anne Minken, who has conducted archival research on Sweden, Norway and 

Denmark, has suggested that the phenomenon of granting burgher rights to people identified 

as tattare was to a great extent restricted to the Swedish Kingdom.744 In Finland, I have only 

found one example of a Roma burgher family who lived in the latter part of the eighteenth 

century in Nådendal, the town mentioned by Ganander in his description. Although this is an 

individual case and cannot be regarded as a representative example, it can nevertheless shed 

interesting light on questions concerning ethnicity and social mobility. 

Nådendal is a small town situated on the south-western coast of Finland, around 

15 kilometres west of Åbo. Founded in 1443, it is one of the oldest towns in Finland. In the 

1720s and 1730s, the number of tax-paying burghers increased slowly in Nådendal. In the hope 

of having new burghers, the Town Council summoned the young men living in the town, who 

did not apply for burgher rights or start another occupation, to explain how they planned to 

earn their livelihood.745  

After periods of population decline, such as wars or other catastrophes, city 

administrations often loosened the conditions for granting burgher rights in order to have more 

inhabitants in the cities. For instance, after the Russian occupation of 1742–1743 (pikkuviha), 

the lack of burghers in Helsingfors led to a stretching of the rules concerning the qualification 

                                                 
741 Minken 2009, 289–296; Etzler 1944, 74, 85; Wilstadius 2010, 13–15; Pulma 2006, 26–27. 
742 Minken 2009, 296–297. 
743 See, for instance, Kyrön ja Ikaalisen pitäjien syyskäräjät 1678, KA, Ylä-Satakunnan tuomiokunnan renovoitu 

tuomiokirja, KO a:6, s. 358–; Ulvilan pitäjän syyskäräjät 1682, KA, Ala-Satakunnan tuomiokunnan renovoitu 

tuomiokirja, II KO a:1, fol. 195v–196; Rekola 2012b, 26–29. 
744 Minken 2009, 295. 
745 Jäntere 1959, 223–224. 
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of merchants.746 It was probably during these years that Carl Palm settled down in Nådendal: 

he appears in the sources of that town since the mid-1740s.747 In 1745, “Zigeunen” Carl 

Carlsson’s wife Magdalena Andersdotter was mentioned as having witnessed the baptism of a 

child born in Haijais, located around three kilometres from the centre of Nådendal.748 In March 

1747, Carl Carlsson was granted burgher rights, and the following year he is found for the first 

time in the taxation books of Nådendal, together with his wife Magdalena and two maids.749 

There were no formal qualifications for those taken as lesser burghers, despite the 

fact that they were expected to have a respectable background and needed to find two 

guarantors for themselves. The lesser burghers thus formed a heterogenous group with varying 

backgrounds. In Helsingfors, many of them had a background as försvarskarl (suojelusmies) 

of the city, which meant people who worked under the protection of the city, for instance, as 

freight rowers or load drivers. Yet former journeymen, petty officials, servants, hired men, and 

soldiers could also become lesser burghers. While burghers’ sons, men married to burghers’ 

widows or daughters, and other inhabitants of the city were normally prioritised when deciding 

on new lesser burghers, farmers’ sons were often taken as cattle dealers, since their contacts in 

the countryside were regarded as an advantage in the work of acquiring animals to be 

slaughtered.750  

Carl Carlsson managed to acquire as his guarantors Magistrate Daniel Raumlin 

and merchant Matts Zander. Unfortunately, the letter in which he was granted burgher rights, 

written by the provincial secretariat of Åbo on the 31th of March 1747, does not explicitly 

mention the occupation for which he was granted the burgher rights. The occupation is merely 

                                                 
746 Granqvist 2016, 82. 
747 For this chapter, I went through the parish records and the taxation books of Nådendal of approximately four 

decades. In addition, I examined protocols of the city court of Nådendal. I made a systematic examination of 

these protocols of every fifth year in the period of 1750–1785. Moreover, I extended my study to some other 

years, based on the information obtained from other sources. Hence, I studied systematically the protocols of the 

years 1750, 1755, 1760, 1764, 1765, 1766, 1770, 1774, 1775, 1780, and 1785. In addition, I used the existing 

registers (mainly available for the years 1781–1784) and read the cases related to the Palm family found in 

them. Furthermore, I located some individual court cases from courts outside Nådendal. When available, I used 

the protocols which were transcribed in order to be sent to the court of appeal for examination. However, since 

the transcribed protocols did not contain protocols of every year and all the cases, I occasionally relied on the 

original draft protocols. Originally, I got to the trail of the Palm family with the help of the work conducted by 

Karl von Schoultz. While conducting research on the Roma, he had also collected some material on the Palm 

family but had not published anything on the subject. The archive of Karl von Schoultz is preserved in the 

archive of the Finnish Literature Society.   
748 The child’s mother was called Sara Johansdotter and her father was “Zigeunen” and reservist number 115 in 

the Pernå Company of the Åbo Infantry Regiment. Syntyneet, vihityt ja kuolleet 1728–1755, KA, Naantalin 

kirkonarkisto, X10, fol. 8. 
749 Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirja 7.2.1774, TMA, NRA, Cc:13; Naantalin henkikirjat 1748, KA, 

Turun ja Porin läänin tilejä, 7557, fol. 3640v. 
750 Granqvist 2016, 92–93.  
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referred to as “a common trade in the locality”.751 However, as Carl Palm is mentioned as 

having engaged in horse trading in some later sources, it is likely that he was granted burgher 

rights for this occupation. Contacts outside the town were probably considered useful for a 

person practicing horse trading in a similar way as for the cattle dealers in Helsingfors. 

Besides horse dealing, Carl Palm was relied on for different tasks which required 

knowledge of horses. For instance, in 1765, burgher Matts Friberg asked Palm to evaluate his 

horse, and the following year Palm witnessed a horse exchange between Friberg and Chaplain 

Henric Ylenius.752 Occasionally, Palm had hired hands helping him in horse-related tasks: we 

remember that, in 1764, Johan Hultqvist told that Palm had hired him to accompany Palm on 

his journeys and take care of his horses.753 

Carl Palm lived with his family in a house called Iso-Lähteenkorva, also known 

by the name “the Red house” (Röda gården), during the years 1755–1759.754 In 1760, he moved 

to the Vähä-Lähteenkorva house755 and later he bought a house called Zander.756 Carl Palm and 

Magdalena Andersdotter had at least six sons – Wilhelm, Elias, Fromholt757, Carl, Fredric758, 

and Otto Reinhold – as well as three daughters – Sibilla, Ulrica and Maria Christina.759 

Occasionally, the family had a hired hand or a maid in their service. 

In the sphere of marital relationships and births, the family of Carl Palm adopted 

at least in part the customs of the surrounding society. In 1760, Carl Palm requested the right 

to enter into matrimony with Magdalena Andersdotter without the publication of banns, since 

he had lived with her for years. This was true; the couple was shown as living in the same 

household already in the taxation book of 1748. Although they were not granted a special 

                                                 
751 “en i orten brukelig handel”. The letter of the year 1747 is transcribed in a court protocol of the year 1774: 

Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirja 7.2.1774, TMA, NRA, Cc:13. 
752 Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirjat 9.7.1766, 19.7.1766 ja 25.6.1766, KA, Raastuvanoikeuksien 

renovoidut tuomiokirjat, q:35. 
753 Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirja 27.2.1764, KA, Raastuvanoikeuksien renovoidut tuomiokirjat, q:33. 
754 Naantalin henkikirjat 1755, KA, Turun ja Porin läänin tilejä, 7588, fol. 845; Jäntere 1959, 331. 
755 Naantalin henkikirjat 1760, KA, Turun ja Porin läänin tilejä, 7613, fol. 493. 
756 The house number of the Zander house was 51. Apparently the Palm family had lived in the Zander house 

previously as well: they were marked to this house in the communion book of the years 1746–1752 together 

with the families of two widows, Brita Mårtensdotter and Maria Mårtensdotter. The next references to Carl 

Palm living in Zander are found in the communion book of 1764–1769. In taxation books, the Palm family was 

marked as inhabitants of the Zander house from 1771 onwards. Naantalin rippikirjat 1746–1769, KA, Naantalin 

kirkonarkisto, VA 17, VA 20, VA 28; Naantalin henkikirjat 1771, KA, Turun ja Porin läänin tilejä, 7665, fol. 

1016v. 
757 In some sources, the name of Fromholt was written Framhelt. 
758 In some sources, the name of Fredric was written Johan Fridric or Friedric. 
759 Magdalena Palmin perukirja 7.3.1786, KA, NRA, Perukirjat, Ec:4. Only Sibilla was mentioned in the deed of 

inventory of Magdalena Palm, since Maria Christina died at the age of two, in June 1746, and Ulrica at the age 

of 21, in July 1764. Syntyneet, vihityt ja kuolleet 1728–1755 ja 1756–1809, KA, Naantalin kirkonarkisto, X10 

ja X11. 
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permit, the couple married in June 1760.760 Entering into matrimony after several years of 

coexistence indicates that the couple gradually tied in with the customs and norms of the 

surrounding society. Yet it is noteworthy that this did not happen until 13 years after Carl Palm 

had got burgher rights.  

In August 1766, a daughter of Carl Palm, Sibilla, was married to a handyman also 

called Carl Palm. The sources do not explicitly reveal whether the same name was a 

coincidence or whether Sibilla’s husband had adopted the name of his father-in-law due to the 

status attached to it. The latter is probably closer to the truth, since the surname of Carl’s father 

was Schvartz. In 1763, when Carl was already living with Sibilla, Sibilla was referred to in a 

source as “handyman [...] Carl Schvartz’s or, as he now calls himself, Palm’s wife”.761 In any 

event, the wedding of Sibilla and Carl was not a mere formality, since a large group of Roma 

was mentioned as having gathered at Palm’s home at the time of the wedding.762 

During the years when Carl Palm lived unmarried with Magdalena Andersdotter 

in Nådendal, three of their children were baptised and, from the later decades, we also have 

references to the baptisms of the children of some of his sons. With reference to godparents, 

the sources concerning these baptisms allow us to observe how this family succeeded in 

building social networks in the community. Through godparents, families sought to maintain 

and strengthen the status of their family in the local community or a certain network.763 

Jarkko Keskinen has studied godparent networks among the merchants of 

Björneborg. He has noted that families did not base their choice of godparents on one single 

strategy but had various overlapping motives, which included spiritual reasons, kinship, 

neighbour and friendship relationships as well as professional and social interaction. The 

function of the godparent institution was not to produce economic profit but to bind the 

members of the community together and to create continuity among them. Since power and 

resources were often channelled through social interaction, families sought to create social 

contacts which allowed them to realise the resources hidden in social structures, that is, social 

capital. Godparent networks were important in this regard. It was often useful for the families 

to build a wide network, the benefit of which was not necessarily realized until the next 

                                                 
760 Syntyneet, vihityt ja kuolleet 1756–1809, KA, Naantalin kirkonarkisto, X11; Matinolli 1959, 474. 
761 “handtlangarens […] Carl Schvartzs eller som han sig nu kallar Palms hustru”, Justititekanslern von 

Stockenström 16.11.1763, RA, Acta miscellanea (Palmskiölds samling), vol. 4. 
762 Syntyneet, vihityt ja kuolleet 1756–1809, KA, Naantalin kirkonarkisto, X11; Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden 

pöytäkirja 24.9.1766, TMA, NRA, Cc:10; Justititekanslern von Stockenström 16.11.1763, RA, Acta miscellanea 

(Palmskiölds samling), vol. 4. 
763 Keskinen 2012, 130. 



216 

 

generation.764 The number of godparents was usually higher in cities than in the countryside: 

while in the countryside a child normally had from two to four godparents, in cities the number 

of godparents per child could exceed ten.765 

We have references to the baptisms of three children born to Carl Palm as well as 

six children of Elias Palm and one child of Fromholt Palm.766 The number of the godparents of 

these children ranged from four to ten. Carl, a son of Carl Palm, was the first-born of these 

children. He was baptised in 1751 and had only four godparents, who included a juryman, a 

peasant, a soldier’s widow and a maid. The social status of his godparents was thus relatively 

low. The situation was different with regard to the children baptised after him. Fredric and Otto 

Reinhold, baptised in 1754 and 1757, got as their godparents Mayor Carl Bange, Chaplain 

Henrik Lemberg, and Customs Officer (tullnären) Olof Verring. Fredric had nine godparents 

in total, who, besides the persons mentioned above, included four burghers or burgher wives.  

As regards the children of Elias Palm, who later adopted the name Palmroth, the 

same kind of pattern can be perceived. In 1760, his daughter Ulrica had six godparents, 

including one burgher couple, one peasant couple, a hired hand, and a maid. The overall social 

status of the godparents of the children born after Ulrica was higher: the twins born in 1765 got 

as their godparents Public Prosecutor Anders Andbäck and Burgher Abraham Zander. 

Abraham Zander was a half-brother to Magistrate Matts Zander, who was a wealthy merchant 

and shipmaster. Abraham Zander had previously become a godfather to Fredric, the son of Carl 

Palm. In turn, Matts Zander became the godfather to Sophia Albertina, a daughter of Elias 

Palmroth born in 1777. Other influential persons, such as Mayor Anders Gottlieb Herkepæus 

and Magistrate Daniel Raumlin, also numbered among the ten godparents of Sophia Albertina. 

Two years earlier, Public Prosecutor Isac Weckman had become a godfather of Sophia 

Albertina’s sister, Ullrica.  

It can thus be concluded that both Carl Palm and Elias Palmroth managed to get 

godparents of higher status for those of their children who were born later in time. This may 

reflect the gradual strengthening of their social status in the community. For comparison, we 

should note that, besides the members of the Palm family, the godparents of the son of Fromholt 

                                                 
764 Keskinen 2012, 143–144. 
765 Keskinen 2012, 130. 
766 The information below is based on Syntyneet, vihityt ja kuolleet 1728–1755 ja 1756–1809, KA, Naantalin 

kirkonarkisto, X10 ja X11. The children of Carl Palm were Carolus (b. 25 October 1751), Johan Fridric (b. 7 

September 1754), and Otto Reinhold (b. 9 March 1757). The children of Elias Palm/Palmroth were Ulrica (b. 9 

August 1760), Magdalena and Sibylla (b. 13 June 1765), Adolph Friedrick (b. 6 April 1773), Ullrica (b. 2 

February 1775), and Sophia Albertina (b. 9 July 1777). Fromhold Palm’s son was Carl Wilhelm (b. 28 January 

1769). 
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Palm, born in 1769, included only two peasants, one with his wife and daughter. In the parish 

record, the above-mentioned peasant family was marked as living in Wenga, which was where 

Fromholt’s child was born.  

From the parish records, we also notice that some persons acted as godparents to 

several children of the Palm family. Mayor Carl Bange, Chaplain Henrik Lemberg, Customs 

Officer Olof Verring, and burgher wife Magdalena Ytter became the godparents of Fredric 

(1754) and Otto Reinhold (1757). Burgher Abraham Zander became the godfather of Fredric 

(1754) as well as Magdalena and Sibylla (1765). Peasant Matts Jöransson promised to be the 

godfather of Ulrica (1760) and Carl Wilhelm (1769), the children of Elias Palmroth and 

Fromhold Palm. Burgher Daniel Raumlin was chosen as a godfather to Adolph Friedrick 

(1773), Ullrica (1775), and Sophia Albertina (1777), while his wife Anna Lena Stodius became 

the godmother of Adolph Friedrick and Ullrica.767 

Finally, it should be noted that geographical proximity could also play a role in 

the selection of godparents. For instance, half of the ten godparents of Sophia Albertina, the 

daughter of Elias Palmroth, lived within 100 metres of Palmroth’s house. Four of the six 

godparents of Adolph Friedrick were close neighbours: burgher Matts Danielson and his wife 

lived in the same house with Palmroth, in Lillmunckila, while burgher Daniel Raumlin and his 

wife lived next-door in Stormunckila.768  

Carl Palm lost his burgher rights during the first years of the 1770s: in the taxation 

books, he is referred to as a former burgher from 1773 onwards. In January 1774, the Town 

Council of Nådendal handled a petition submitted by Magdalena Palm in which she requested 

that she be allowed to maintain bourgeois privileges. According to the petition, her request was 

motivated by the will to maintain the future wellbeing of herself and her next of kin. Palm 

based the request on the fact that “law and several Royal statutes ensure the wife of a burgher 

and an artisan the same occupation her husband previously held”.769 She stated that she had 

never been accused of a crime in the town and considered that she could not be blamed for the 

mistakes of her husband. In order to confirm her right, she presented the letter given in 1747 

by the provincial secretariat of Åbo to Carl Palm concerning the burgher rights (burbref). 

However, the Town Council denied her application. It based its decision on the fact that Carl 

                                                 
767 Several persons with the name Daniel Raumlin lived in Nådendal in the eighteenth century. Burgher and 

linen weaver Daniel Raumlin, the godfather of Adolph Friedrick, Ullrica, and Sophia Albertina, was a relative 

of Magistrate Daniel Raumlin, the godfather of Sophia Albertina. Anna Lena Stodius was a daughter to Public 

Prosecutor and Magistrate Eric Stodius. Jäntere 1959, 239–242. 
768 Jäntere 1959, 50 (karttaliite); Syntyneet, vihityt ja kuolleet 1756–1809, KA, Naantalin kirkonarkisto, X11. 
769 “lag och flere Kongl. förordningar trygga en Borgare och handtvärkare hustru wid samme handtering dess 

man förut haft”, Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirjat 26.1.1774, TMA, NRA, Cc:13. 
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Palm had recently been sentenced to lose his honour and had therefore lost his bourgeois 

privileges. According to the Town Council, a wife had to follow the condition of her husband. 

Therefore it could not favour her request, all the less so as “her kin does not have a good 

reputation.”770 

During the eighteenth century, women could not take the burgher oath and 

burgher wives could not officially take part in the trade of their husbands. Yet in reality and 

especially among the lesser burghers, the work conducted by burgher wives was highly 

important. When a burgher passed away, his widow inherited the burgher privileges of the 

deceased man, and, if she wished, she had the right to keep up the trade of her husband. In the 

eighteenth century, it was common to have burgher widows practicing business in all the cities 

of the Swedish Kingdom. In Åbo, they made up 6–10 percent of all the burghers, and they were 

most commonly seen among the artisans and the lesser burghers.771 

Magdalena Palm’s petition can be interpreted in this context. Although her 

husband had not died, she probably sought to interpret the burgher rights as privileges which, 

although formally given to her husband, belonged unofficially to herself as well. This, as well 

as the mere act of submitting the petition, demonstrates her active role in the community. In 

fact, this was not limited to Magdalena Palm alone. There are multiple references to Carl Palm, 

Magdalena Palm, and Elias Palmroth making requests and taking active roles in judicial 

hearings – thus, taking an active part in their community.  

We have some sources which shed light on the material wealth of the Palm family. 

When Magdalena Palm died in September 1785, a deed of inventory was drawn up about her 

possessions. After instalments, the property was valued at 100 riksdaler, of which the Zander 

house made around half.772 In a court hearing of 1779, it was described that Palm owned “a 

dilapidated house in Nådendal town”.773 This was probably not far from true, since, in 1792, 

the Town Council of Nådendal valued most of the houses of the town at 200–600 riksdaler.774 

Interestingly, the silver items owned by Palm were valued at around 61 riksdaler, thus a little 

higher than the Zander house. According to the deed of inventory, the house was decorated 

with, for instance, two painted tables, a painted bench, a painted cupboard, and three chairs 

                                                 
770 “hon är befryndat med ett slägte som ei äger god frägd”, Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirjat 26.1.1774 

ja 7.2.1774, TMA, NRA, Cc:13. Unfortunately I have not found the source which would cast more light on the 

reasons why Carl Palm lost his bourgeois privileges.  
771 Granqvist 2016, 103–104. 
772 Magdalena Palmin perukirja 7.3.1786, KA, NRA, Perukirjat, Ec:4. 
773 “en förfallen gård i Nådendahls stad”, Nousiaisen ja Maskun pitäjien syyskäräjät 1779, RA, Acta 

miscellanea (Palmskiölds samling), vol. 4. 
774 Kaarlo Jäntere, who has written the history of Nådendal, has regarded this estimation as realistic. Jäntere 

1959, 245. 
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with arms. It seems that, at least in certain matters, the Palm family had followed the trends of 

the town’s burghers. The walking stick with a silver head used by Magistrate Matts Zander 

became a characteristic of wealthy burghers of the town. This kind of walking stick (called a 

“Spanish stick”775) can also be found in the property list of Magdalena Palm.776 Furthermore, 

the estate included two horses, valued together at ten riksdaler. In 1781, Carl Palm had 

possessed six horses, which was a considerable number for Nådendal, since there were 

altogether 49 horses in the town and only four burghers owned two horses.777 

Influence and protection: Role among the Roma 

In the previous chapters, I have presented several examples of persons identified as 

zigenare/tattare who sought to raise their social status in part by underlining the distinction 

between themselves and other zigenare/tattare. Therefore it is interesting to note that, although 

Carl Palm adopted some customs of the surrounding society, it nevertheless seems that he did 

not seek to separate himself from other Roma. On the contrary, he was often accompanied by 

other people identified as zigenare/tattare and sometimes acted as their protector. Authorities 

considered him as a central figure among the Roma and also some of the people identified as 

zigenare/tattare highlighted in their discourse his powerful position: besides offering 

protection to other Roma, Palm was said to be able to coerce other people to join his party. 

The protection offered by burgher Palm is well illustrated in a case handled in the 

city court of Nådendal in 1766. In June 1766, the court examined the passports of three zigenare 

who met in town: Lars Svart, Ludvig Hagert, and Carl Palm. The men had received passports 

from the major of the Artillery Regiment, allowing them to travel to Åbo and Nådendal to meet 

their relatives. Hagert and Palm belonged to the Artillery Bataillon of Gotland (an island 

located south of Stockholm) whereas Svart was a former handyman of the same bataillon. 

According to the protocol, the day before, the men had made a racket with other zigenare in 

burgher Palm’s house. The members of the court complained that many zigenare had recently 

stayed in town and concerned the inhabitants. Svart, Hagert, and Palm stated that they had 

behaved peacefully. As they wished to leave the town soon, they requested that their passports 

be signed. However, the court concluded that, “since these handymen are of Gypsy kin and 

                                                 
775 “spansk rör” 
776 Jäntere 1959, 255. 
777 Jäntere 1959, 257. 
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many Royal statutes and governor’s prohibitions forbid them from roaming around the 

country”, they were to leave the town immediately.778 

Nevertheless, at least Lars Svart stayed in the neighbourhood: we have sources 

which reveal that he exchanged horses with burgher Matts Friberg in Nådendal on the second 

of August. On this occasion a disagreement arose between them which escalated into a fight. 

As a result, Friberg requested the arrest of Svart, based on the decision of the Town Council of 

the 11th of July according to which “loose folk such as Gypsies”779 were forbidden to stay 

overnight in the town. According to Public Prosecutor Eric Palmstedt, this prohibition was 

based on the fact that many zigenare had recently stayed in town, bothering inhabitants with 

their horse trading, riding, shouting on the streets and fighting.780 

The mayor ordered Palmstedt to arrest Svart, who stayed with burgher Carl Palm, 

and Palmstedt was left to carry out the order with three burghers. This led to a conflict. 

Palmstedt explained later in court that, as he arrived in the yard of Carl Palm and informed 

Palm about the order he had received, Palm said that he would rather go to prison himself than 

give up Svart to Palmstedt. Palmstedt left the yard, frightened of the swearing and the threats 

of Palm as well as many other zigenare present with their whips. However, at the gate, he once 

again appealed to the written orders of the mayor, whereupon Palm boxed Palmstedt’s ear and 

defamed the mayor, the Town Council, and the public prosecutor.781 

It is likely that the relationship between Carl Palm and Lars Svart influenced 

Palm’s protective attitude towards Svart. Lars Svart was probably the father of Carl 

Schvartz/Palm, who was married to Sibilla, the daughter of burgher Carl Palm. In fact, their 

wedding had taken place at burgher Palm’s home the day before Palmstedt sought to arrest 

Svart, and for this reason many Roma were present in the town.782 Obviously, burgher Palm 

was not pleased with the idea that the father of his son-in-law would be arrested a day after the 

wedding of his daughter.  

Carl Palm was convicted of violent resistance to a public officer, defaming the 

Town Council, and swearing, whereas Lars Svart was sentenced for drunkennes and swearing. 

                                                 
778 “som thesse handtlangare äro af Zigenare slächtet och them således är förment genom flere Kongl. 

förordningar och Landshöfdinge Embetes förbåd stryka kring landet”, Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirja 

11.6.1766 (§2), TMA, NRA, Cc:10. 
779 “slikt löst folck såsom Zigeunare” 
780 Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirja 24.9.1766 (§1–§3), TMA, NRA, Cc:10. 
781 Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirja 24.9.1766, TMA, NRA, Cc:10. 
782 According to a letter of 1763, the husband of Sibilla Palm, Carl Schvartz/Palm, was the son of Lars Schvartz, 

who was a handyman in the Artillery Bataillon of Gotland. Justititekanslern von Stockenström 16.11.1763, RA, 

Acta miscellanea (Palmskiölds samling), vol. 4; Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirja 24.9.1766, TMA, 

NRA, Cc:10. 
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Palm was first ordered to be sent to the prison of Åbo to await the decision of the Appeal Court. 

However, since Palm was regarded as a resident and an affluent man and Pedagogue Johan 

Waldstedt and former Magistrate Daniel Raumlin stood surety for him, he was allowed to 

remain at large. The city court ordered Svart to leave the town, according to the order of the 

Town Council given in July. Svart had been discharged from the regiment due to old age and 

he could not be sent to public work since he was incapable of working.783  

In this case, the power hierarchy between Roma and non-Roma is very clearly 

demonstrated. The conlict between Carl Palm and Eric Palmstedt resulted from the 

confrontation between Matts Friberg and Lars Svart. Friberg, who belonged to the mainstream 

population, had the opportunity to solve the conflict in his favour by appealing to the 

authorities, whereas Svart lacked this alternative, since, identified as a zigenare, he did not 

have a legal position in the town. Svart thus sought shelter with another Roma with a higher 

status and legal position, Carl Palm, who wanted to protect him. It should be noted that, after 

Friberg had requested the arrest of Svart, Friberg and Svart managed to settle their dispute 

among themselves. Nonetheless, as the case was already brought to the city court, Svart was 

expelled from the town.784 

At least some authorities regarded Carl Palm as a central figure, with influence 

over other Roma. In May 1774, after Carl Palm had lost his burgher rights, the governor of 

Åbo och Björneborg province, Christoffer Rappe, requested from the king that Palm be 

condemned to work at the Sveaborg fortress for one or two years, irrespective of the fact that 

he had a place of residence. The governor referred to the orders of the king, given in 1772, 

according to which the loose “Tartarer and Ziguener” who were born in the country should 

acquire a stable residence or legal source of livelihood within six months. If they were found 

roaming after this time limit, they were to be arrested and sent to work at the fortresses.  

Governor Rappe was convinced that “this kin” would not comply with the order 

as long as “their head Carl Palm” stood free.785 According to the governor, Carl Palm travelled 

with his grown-up sons and other tattare around the country in such large groups that no-one 

dared to arrest them. If some were arrested, the others freed them. The governor referred to the 

letter written by the Town Council of Nådendal which showed that “the other Ziguenare 

consider Karl Palm as their head”.786 Sending Palm to Sveaborg was the only means the 

                                                 
783 Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirja 24.9.1766, TMA, NRA, Cc:10. 
784 Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirja 24.9.1766, TMA, NRA, Cc:10. 
785 “detta slächtet”; “deras hufvudman Carl Palm” 
786 “the öfrige Ziguenare hålla sig til Karl Palm såsom deras hufvudman” 
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governor could come up with through which the other tattare could be dispersed and obliged 

to obey the Royal order.787 

 Indeed, the Town Council of Nådendal had written a letter to the governor in 

April 1774, replying thus to the governor concerning the arrest of some zigenare. According 

to the Town Council, the inhabitants of the town were overcome by fear, to the extent that the 

Town Council was not able to gather enough men to arrest them. The reason for this was the 

considerable increase in the number of zigenare in town: they stayed overnight in the sauna of 

burgher Carl Palm, who was “their head”,788 and had many weapons with them. The Town 

Council complained that, during the past two weeks, they had made noise in the town in the 

night-time and used violence in the surrounding countryside in the daytime. Authorities did not 

dare to arrest Palm although he fought, drank and made noise in the town daily.  

The letter was signed by Mayor Herkepæus and Magistrates Matts Antonius, 

Gustaf Castegrén, Anders Samulin and Daniel Raumlin. It is interesting to note that three years 

later, Herkepæus and Raumlin stood as godfathers to Sophia Albertina, the daughter of Elias 

Palmroth. In 1766, Raumlin’s father, former Magistrate Daniel Raumlin, had acted as guarantor 

for Carl Palm in the court case which dealt with the conflict between Palm and Public 

Prosecutor Palmstedt. 

Although the sources clearly demonstrate that Carl Palm did not seek to separate 

himself from other Roma, but, on the contrary, could act as their protector, the information 

given about him by other Roma was not exclusively positive. In 1779, Lena Johansdotter 

Ekenberg complained that Carl Palm and his party had violently taken a horse from her. 

Ekenberg was identified as zigenare and had arrived from the Russian side, the Vyborg 

Governorate, to visit her relatives in Vånå parish, where they had settled down to farm. Further 

complaints came from Carl Pählsson, an enlisted soldier “of Gypsy kin”.789 He complained that 

Carl Palm, along with his party, had violently taken from Pählsson his wife with a five-day-old 

baby, a horse with a saddle and a bridle, and some clothes. On this occasion, Palm’s party had 

beaten Jacob Palmen, another soldier “of Gypsy kin”. Palm’s party had comprised his four 

sons, of whom Otto Reinhold was an enlisted soldier in the same regiment as Carl Pählsson 

and Jacob Palmen.790 

                                                 
787 Turun ja Porin maaherra KM:lle 4.5.1774, RA, Landshövdingarnas skrivelser till KM, Åbo och Björneborgs 

län, vol. 32 (KA, Mf FR 53). 
788 “deras hufvudman” 
789 “af Zigeune släkte” 
790 They all had a travel permit written by the same lieutenant which allowed them to travel to Österbotten. 

Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 9.8.1779, HMA, ULka, Kkptk 1778–1907, Ca:2. 
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Palm’s party was arrested and interrogated by the governor in August 1779. The 

group included Carl and Magdalena791 Palm, their sons Fredric Österman and Otto Reinhold, 

and Österman’s wife Hedvig. Moreover, soldiers Jacob Palmen and Elias Lindeman, 

Lindeman’s wife Brita Svartensdotter, Thomas Pährsson with his sister Agneta Pehrsdotter, as 

well as a young woman Sophia Johansdotter were captured. Two sons of Carl Palm, Carl 

Lindrot and Fromholt, managed to escape, but Lindrot’s wife, Margareta Berg, was caught 

later. 

In the stories concerning the ways in which the group had come together, both 

violence and protection was connected to burgher Palm. Jacob Palmen stated that he had been 

violently taken into Palm’s party when he had followed Carl Pählsson. Thomas Pährsson 

explained that Carl Palm had taken him into his party approximately four weeks before the 

interrogation, when Thomas had travelled in search of his blind mother. His sister, Agneta 

Pehrsdotter, said that she had arrived in the province at a different time but with the same 

intentions as her brother. She had come across Carl Palm, who had “taken her in to his 

service”.792 Yet, a while later, Agneta claimed that Palm had forced her to join his party. Sophia 

Johansdotter stated that Palm’s party had taken her in, assuring her that they would give her 

clothes and food for the tasks that they asked her to do. She was pleased to accept the offer, 

since she was an orphan and did not have any support. Agneta Pehrsdotter and Sophia 

Johansdotter were said to have travelled with some other zigenare before coming across Carl 

Palm and joining his party. Carl and Magdalena Palm denied that they had forced Thomas and 

Agneta into their service, but reported that these last had voluntarily joined. Concerning Sophia 

Johansdotter, they said that they had taken her into their service for mercy. 

Multiple and divergent accusations expressed by the interrogatees point to friction 

in their relationships.793 Jacob Palmen, Elias Lindeman, and Carl Pählsson complained that 

Palm’s flock disturbed people with its roaming, whereas they themselves “travelled in a decent 

way”.794 Yet Carl and Magdalena Palm, along with their sons, assured the court that they 

“travelled in a respectable way”795 and paid honestly for everything they consumed at inns. 

                                                 
791 In the protocol, the name of Carl Palm’s wife is written as Margareta. Since all the other sources refer to her 

as Magdalena, I will use this name when writing about her.  
792 “antagit henne i sin tienst” 
793 After having been accused of violence, Carl Palm claimed that Brita Svartensdotter was not married to Elias 

Lindeman. According to Palm, she had hooked up with Lindeman, by whom she was pregnant, after having 

escaped from her real husband and from forced labour at the Sveaborg fortress. Brita Svartensdotter denied this, 

although she acknowledged that she and Lindeman were not wedded. Yet, they gave assurances that they aimed 

to formalise their relationship by marriage. 
794 “beskedliga framfara” 
795 “redliga framfara” 
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Although the protocol gives a quarrelsome picture of the relationships between the 

interrogatees, we should note that the contrasting claims do not necessarily signal real conflicts 

between them. They may also have been attempts to save one’s own skin or to direct attention 

to other questions in a situation in which someone was likely to be punished.796 

Notwithstanding all the uncertainties, this case highlights the powerful position 

of Carl Palm among the Roma. It demonstrates that he had the authority to force other people 

into his party (whether or not this had truly happened, it was considered believable as a 

statement), and, at the same time, he was able to offer protection to the Roma who were in a 

weaker position. However, this did not mean that he escaped criticism and accusations when 

he was thought to have acted arbitrarily. 

Since the nineteenth century, Finnish Roma have been known for the creative 

nicknames used among themselves for the individuals of their ‘group’. Eighteenth-century 

source material, which was created by authorities, offers very few opportunities to study 

whether or not this practice was in existence already then. This makes a brief reference in a 

court protocol of the year 1785 all the more interesting: in this reference burgher Carl Palm is 

mentioned as being “generally known and famous by the name white Carl”.797  

As we have seen in the introduction, blackness has been connected to different 

ethnonyms of the Finnish Roma for centuries. The term svart tattare (‘black tattare’) was used 

already in seventeenth-century judicial sources, while, in the translation of the church law of 

1686, the word “Tartare” was translated in Finnish into “Mustacansaxi eli Mustalaisixi” 

(‘Blackpeople or Blacklings’).798 The terms Musta-Kansa (‘Black-People’) and Kalo 

Romm/Swart karl (‘Black man’) appeared in the essay and wordlist written by Chaplain 

Kristfrid Ganander, in 1780.799 As noted above, in my source material, the bulk of the brief 

descriptions of the physical appearance of those identified as zigenare refer to their ‘darkness’.  

From this point of view, the nickname of Carl Palm appears intriguing. The source 

does not explicitly reveal whether the name was used by the Roma, the mainstream population, 

or both. If used by the Roma, it was probably widely applied, since it had reached the ears of 

authorities. There are some indications that this nickname remained in use for decades. In 1806, 

                                                 
796 Indeed, this is how the Palm family acted among themselves, too: when Carl Palm, his wife, and son, Otto 

Reinhold, were accused of stealing horses from Carl Pählsson and Lena Johansdotter Ekenberg, they claimed 

that another son of Carl Palm, Carl Lindrot, had taken a horse from Ekenberg due to an unpaid loan. Later, they 

stated that Carl Lindrot and Fromholt, who by coincidence had managed to escape, had taken horses from 

Ekenberg and Pählsson. 
797 “med(?) namn af hvita Carl är allment känd och rycktbar”, Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirja 

10.1.1785 (§1), TMA, NRA, Cc:16. 
798 Alaja 2013, 85, 281–282. 
799 Ganander 1780, §4, §30.  
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zigenare Anton Florin, who was questioned in the Kymmenegård province, stated that the items 

that had been confiscated from him belonged to “Tattaren Palm, who is the son of white Carl, 

(he does not know the Christian name of Palm,) and is a farrier in Ruovesi parish”.800 

This reference to a ‘white Gypsy’ is not unique: Miika Tervonen has found 

similar, scattered references in sources for the latter part of the nineteenth century. Tervonen 

has explained these references by the fact that some individuals ascribed by their 

contemporaries as being Roma did not have the phenotypical features usually associated with 

this: the phenotypical differences did not overlap with the ethnic boundary completely. He has 

also suggested that the theme of ‘white Gypsies’ could perhaps indicate “the passing of non-

Roma into the Roma communities through liaisons, marriages, adoptions and alliances, but 

also through a process of social labelling, what has been called ‘tattarization’”.801 

Both of these explanations could be valid with regard to “white Carl” as well. As 

the sources do not contain references to his appearance, we do not know whether his 

phenotypical features resembled those usually associated with the Roma. Nevertheless, one 

further explanation for his nickname emerges. While many sources demonstrate that Palm did 

not seek to separate himself from other Roma, his nickname may indicate that his higher social 

status, burgher rights, residence, and contacts with the mainstream population made him a little 

bit ‘whiter’ and ‘less black’ in the eyes of his contemporaries. It may imply that he was regarded 

as living, in part at least, in the sphere of the mainstream population. It is to this relationship 

that our attention will now turn. 

A persistent stigma? 

Although Carl Palm and his family had close connections to other Roma, they 

also acted as integral members of the town community. The preserved sources do not describe 

the family as particularly rejected by other townspeople, but, on the contrary, point to frequent 

and ordinary contacts between them.802 Notwithstanding these contacts, the status of the family 

                                                 
800 “Tattaren Palm som skall vara hvita Carls son, (Palms dop namn känner han icke,) och vara Hoflagare i 

Ruovesi socken”, Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 2.12.1806, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
801 Tervonen 2010, 158–159. 
802 In 1764, shoemaker Mats Friberg acted as a spokesman in a marriage agreement between Ulrica Palm and 

Joachim Petter Hagdorn, and he was also stated as having prepared a pair of shoes for Carl Palm. In a court case 

of the year 1766, burgher Fredric Westdal and burgher Johan Muri testified that they had performed some work 

at the house of Carl Palm. In 1765, former Customs Clerk (tullskrivaren) Petter Wikman and Greta Tailin were 

accused of illegal cohabitation in the Zander house. They explained in court that burgher Carl Palm had asked 

them to stay in his house in his absence. Palm had invited Wikman to read for the children and Tailin to keep an 

eye on the house. However, Magdalena Palm later claimed that Tailin and Wikman had invaded Palm’s house 

and complained that she had lost some of her belongings during their stay. In her turn, Greta Tailin accused 

some members of the Palm family of violence. Due to the lack of evidence, the court sentenced only Tailin and 
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does appear somewhat contentious. The family members were involved in many disputes 

handled in court during the decades that they lived in Nådendal. Below, I will examine whether 

and to what extent the fact that Carl Palm was identified as tattare/zigenare affected his status 

in town. Can we detect some conflicts influenced by ethnicity – or interpreted as being 

connected to ethnicity? This is naturally an extremely difficult question to answer; yet we have 

some sources which allow us to at least open up the question. We will see that, despite the 

social and economic capital that Carl Palm managed to acquire, he and his family could not 

entirely escape the ‘Gypsy stigma’, which manifests itself in sources especially in conflict 

situations. 

In June 1766, Carl, Magdalena, and Fromholt Palm were accused of violence 

against a soldier’s fifteen-year-old son Henric Hansson.803 Henric stated in court that Fredric 

Palm, who was at the time 11 years old, had attacked him with some other zigenare on the 

town’s bridge with the intention of wrestling with him. As Henric had refused, Fredric had 

taken out a knife. Frightened of this, Henric had thrown a stone at Fredric and the stone had hit 

Fredric on the head.  

When Carl, Magdalena, and Fromholt Palm had heard Fredric shouting, they 

searched for him and eventually ran after Henric. They found him in Lilläkare house, where, 

according to a burgher wife Maria Wallin, Magdalena had given Henric three boxes on the ear. 

Wallin said in court that she had told Magdalena that it was unfair to take revenge on behalf of 

a child, and that Magdalena should appeal to court if she had been offended. However, 

Magdalena had replied to her that “she did not care about the court measures but would take 

care of justice herself, instead”.804 

Fredric Palm offered a different version of the incident. According to him, Henric 

and Magistrate Samulin’s twelve-year-old son Daniel had called Fredric tattare, then called 

him other names and wrestled him into the ground. When Fredric had broken loose, Henric had 

                                                 
Magdalena Palm’s maid Maria, who were found to have fought together. Mats Friberg: Naantalin 

raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirja 27.2.1764 (§4), KA, Raastuvanoikeuksien renovoidut tuomiokirjat, q:33; Fredric 

Westdal and Johan Muri: Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirja 16.6.1766, TMA, NRA, Cc:10; Petter 

Wikman and Greta Tailin: Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirjat 9.3.1765; 27.3.1765; 12.7.1765; 17.7.1765 

ja 10.8.1765, KA, Raastuvanoikeuksien renovoidut pöytäkirjat, q:34, s. 79–80, 122–124, 129–130, 237–247, 

252, 282–285. 
803 Apparently, the mother of Henric Hansson practiced cupping since, according to Magdalena Palm, Fredric 

Palm had called Henric “a cupper woman’s son” (“KoppareGummans son”). Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden 

pöytäkirja 7.6.1766, KA, Raastuvanoikeuksien renovoidut tuomiokirjat, q:35. 
804 “hon intet brydde sig om Rättens åtgärd utan skulle göra sig rätt sielf”, Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden 

pöytäkirja 16.6.1766, TMA, NRA, Cc:10; Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirja 7.6.1766, KA, 

Raastuvanoikeuksien renovoidut tuomiokirjat, q:35. 



227 

 

thrown a stone at his head.805 Parish Clerk Mexberg also testified that he had heard Daniel ask 

Fredric: “Do you feel like fighting, tattare?”806 After this, Daniel had wrestled Henric into the 

ground and the boys had called each other names. Nevertheless, Mexberg had not seen Henric 

in the situation.807 Daniel admitted that he had wrestled Fredric into the ground in jest, 

whereupon Fredric had flown into a temper, taken out a knife and threatened to stab Daniel. 

As Daniel ran away, he encountered Henric, who had said that if “someone like Fredric”808 

threatened him, he would hit him. When Fredric had heard Henric saying this, he had taken out 

his knife and threatened to mix Henric’s intestines.809 

Two certificates written by Pedagogue Johan Waldstedt were presented in court. 

One of them stated that Henric Hansson was unruly, and the other noted that Fredric Palm had 

behaved tranquilly during his school time.810 The court fined Carl and Magdalena Palm and 

Henric Hansson: Carl and Magdalena for disturbance of domestic peace, Magdalena for 

violence against Henric, and Henric for hurting Fredric.811 

The statements of Fredric Palm, Henric Hansson, and Daniel Samulin differed 

from one another to the extent that the real chain of events remains unclear. Yet, this is not 

essential: why Henric threw the stone at Fredric is of secondary importance. What is interesting 

is that the sources point to an ethnic confrontation in the background of this incident. According 

to Fredric, Henric and Daniel had called him tattare, and the parish clerk had heard Daniel 

using this name for Fredric. Furthermore, Henric may have referred to the ethnic status of 

Fredric when he talked about “someone like Fredric”. Naturally, we cannot conclude that the 

scuffle was exclusively an ethnic confrontation – yet an ethnic element was certainly attached 

to it. This case indicates that burgher status was not enough to remove the ‘tattare stigma’ from 

the Palm family. This stigma was considered derogatory: Fredric thought that having been 

called tattare was such an insult that it was worth bringing it out in court. 

A few years later, the city court of Nådendal handled a case between Carl Palm 

and Public Prosecutor Eric Palmstedt. The case dealt with a fight that had taken place in April 

1768. Palmstedt accused Palm of having assaulted him, while Palm made a similar accusation 

                                                 
805 Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirja 16.6.1766, TMA, NRA, Cc:10. 
806 “Har du lust att slås tattare?” 
807 Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirja 21.6.1766, TMA, NRA, Cc:10. 
808 “en sådan som Fredric”, Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirja 28.6.1766, KA, Raastuvanoikeuksien 

renovoidut tuomiokirjat, q:35. 
809 Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirja 28.6.1766, KA, Raastuvanoikeuksien renovoidut tuomiokirjat, q:35. 
810 However, the certificates could not be taken into account in court before being confirmed by an oath. 

Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirja 16.6.1766, TMA, NRA, Cc:10. 
811 Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirja 28.6.1766, KA, Raastuvanoikeuksien renovoidut tuomiokirjat, q:35. 
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concerning Palmstedt. The handling of the case in court took several years, during which 

numerous witnesses were heard and meandering protocols created.  

In the end, the course of the events remained unclear and it is not relevant here to 

go through the case in detail. However, the case contains some interesting examples of the 

language used to describe Carl Palm and his family members. In March 1774, Magdalena Palm 

complained in court that “Palmstedt attacks her with invective and calls her tattar woman”.812 

Palmstedt admitted this and considered that he had the right to use this kind of language “since 

her husband is Tattare and rogue; therefore Palmstedt had already earlier, when he had brought 

up something which concerned Palm, often called him [Tattare]; therefore, and because Kona 

in Danish is wife and the husband of Palm’s wife is Tattare, she, too, is TattarKona.”813 Carl 

Palm and his wife stated that they could not attend the trial if they did not enjoy peace before 

the court. According to the court protocol, Palmstedt had constantly been warned against 

attacking his opposing parties with offensive statements and he was again seriously ordered 

not to use such inappropriate statements. Palm and his wife were also warned against provoking 

this kind of behaviour.814 

The court protocols make clear that relations between the Palm family and Eric 

Palmstedt were aggravated. In March 1774, Palmstedt provided the city court with a written 

statement in which he went through the events of the battle evening as well as the course of the 

trial. In this statement, Palmstedt referred to Carl Palm and his family members as “tattaren 

Carl Palm with his murderous tattare party”.815 Throughout the letter, which went on for five 

pages, he mainly referred to them by the word tattare, using Palm’s name only twice.816 This 

forms a striking contrast to court protocols: in the protocols Carl Palm is generally referred to 

by his name, to which the ethnic label is attached only occasionally. 

In April 1774, when the court members discussed the case behind closed doors, 

Eric Palmstedt turned up drunk and expressed some of his opinions on the matter. After 

presenting two certificates, he stated that “Palm with his band”817 did not belong to 

Christendom and called him a “devil with his angels”.818 He asserted that Palm, his wife and 

                                                 
812 “Palmstedt öfwer faller henne med owett och kallar henne tattar kona” 
813 “emedan hennes man wore Tattare och skälm therföre Palmstedt redan här förut, under thet han anfördt 

något som rördt Palm, oftta nämndt honom; hwarföre och som Kona på danska är hustru och hustru Palms man 

Tattare, så wore hon äfwen TattarKona.” 
814 Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirja 17.3.1774, TMA, NRA, Cc:12, fol. 392–392v. 
815 “tattaren Carl Palm med dess mordigska tattare följe”, Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirja 26.3.1774, 

TMA, NRA, Cc:12, fol. 396. 
816 Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirja 26.3.1774, TMA, NRA, Cc:12, fol. 396–398. 
817 “Palm med sitt anhang” 
818 “fan med sina änglar” 
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sons should be arrested and sent to Sveaborg “as tattare malefactors and murderers”,819 adding 

that “no-one else than God and the Devil knew their origin”.820 Although the court ordered 

Palmstedt to refrain from such coarse statements and oaths, he continued to call Palm and his 

wife and sons murderers.821 

It stands out that Palmstedt placed a strong emphasis on the ethnicity of Carl Palm 

and his family, both in written and spoken language. He constantly made recourse to the ethnic 

label when talking about the family and also referred to their origin and relation to Christianity, 

which had nothing to do with the case in question. Already in 1773, Palmstedt had requested 

that Carl Palm, his wife, and children be arrested as “loose people”.822  

The language used by Palmstedt cannot be regarded as an example of a common 

language used to refer to the Palm family, since relations between Palmstedt and Palm were 

highly conflictual. The emphasis given to ethnicity by Palmstedt is nevertheless intriguing. 

Indeed, it is possible that it was exactly in conflict situations that the ethnicity of the family 

was brought to the fore. Together with the case dealing with the scuffle between Fredric Palm 

and Henric Hansson, this case demonstrates that ‘tattare’ was not regarded as a neutral term. 

Magdalena Palm considered the word offensive and held that she did not have to tolerate that 

kind of language in court. Yet, it is equally interesting that the court was not in favour of using 

such language and ordered Palmstedt to speak in a more neutral manner. In March 1774, 

Friedrich Stenman, who acted as the attorney for Carl Palm, criticised the offensive terms used 

in a certificate written in 1768 by Adjunct Johan Waldstedt and signed by burghers Daniel 

Raumlin, Mats Friberg, and Brita Kristophersdotter, taking as an example the term “angels of 

death” which was used to describe Carl Palm and his family members.823 

In addition to the above-mentioned conflicts, the members of the Palm family 

were involved in many other disputes handled in court. Yet an ethnic element is not apparent 

in the sources on these. Naturally, ethnic differentiation may have influenced the relationships 

between people, although we don’t find many traces of this in the sources. We should note, for 

instance, that Fredric Palm was not allowed to act as a witness in court, in 1780, since he was 

regarded as a “generally notorious person”.824 In this case, the ‘notoriety’ of Fredric Palm did 

not necessarily have anything to do with his ethnic identification. Yet the significance of 

                                                 
819 “såsom tattare illgärningsmän och mördare” 
820 “ingen annan än gud och fan wet deras härkomst” 
821 Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirja 7.4.1774, TMA, NRA, Cc:12. 
822 “löst folck”, Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirja 25.1.1773, TMA, NRA, Cc:12, fol. 279. 
823 “mordänglar”, Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirja 5.3.1774, TMA, NRA, Cc:12, fol. 375v. 
824 “allment wanfrägdad och berycktad Person”, Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirja 19.7.1780 (§2), KA, 

Raastuvanoikeuksien renovoidut tuomiokirjat, q:45. 
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ethnicity was explicitly articulated the same year, when Elias Palmroth was arrested for 

violence. The court hearing was postponed for a couple of days, and Palmroth was kept 

imprisoned until the new hearing “since the two witnesses have already found him culpable 

and, moreover, as a Gypsy he has a reputation as a suspicious person”.825 

Generally speaking, it is likely that personal relationships had a great influence on 

the ways in which people described Carl Palm and his family members: indeed, the descriptions 

of Palm varied significantly depending who was asked.826 The controversial status of the family 

is illustrated, for instance, in the case handled in the city court of Nådendal, in 1775. Chaplain 

Josef Weckman and Adjunct Johan Waldstedt were accused of having allowed “former burgher 

and Ziguenaren” Carl Palm and Magdalena Palm to partake of the communion, despite the fact 

that they were “less proficient in Christian doctrine”.827 Weckman and Waldstedt answered 

that before the couple had been accepted to communion, they had been taught Christian 

doctrine and Waldstedt had examined their knowledge in the presence of Professor Wilhelm 

Robert Nääf. Since they had been found somewhat skilled, the professor had considered Carl 

Palm eligible to take communion. The couple was not accused of any crimes and had shown a 

desire to partake of the communion. The public prosecutor considered, however, that Carl and 

Magdalena Palm should not have been allowed to go to communion given the renowned bad 

way of living to which Palm had long habituated himself. The case was submitted to the 

consistory.828  

                                                 
825 “emedan han redan af the twänne afhörda wittnen blifwit Graverad, han dess utom, som Signerare till sin 

frägd är misstänckt person”, Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirja 10.7.1780 (§1), KA, Raastuvanoikeuksien 

renovoidut tuomiokirjat, q:45. 
826 For instance, in a court case from the year 1785, in which Carl Palm was accused of violence against 

Customs Clerk Johan Ringbom, Adjunct Johan Waldstedt mentioned that when sober, Palm was generally 

known to be silent and calm. However, in a later hearing of the same case, when sentencing Palm, the court 

stated that Palm had excelled in violent behaviour and had been prone to crime his entire life. Naantalin 

raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirja 3.1.1785 (§1) ja 10.1.1785 (§1), TMA, NRA, Cc:16. 
827 “mindre kunnige i sine Christendoms saker” 
828 Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirjat 27.2.1775 (§1) ja 27.3.1775, KA, Raastuvanoikeuksien renovoidut 

tuomiokirjat, q:43. Kaarlo Jäntere, who has written the history of Nådendal, has noted that from time to time the 

behaviour of Chaplain Weckman drew attention in town: he was said to consume spirits and, according to one 

story, he spent his evenings in an alehouse in a poor company, consisting, for instance, of a crofter, a dragoon, 

and a Gypsy. Yet other sources indicate that Weckman’s attitude towards Roma was not unreserved. In 1766, he 

complained that not only had “tattare, whose way of living and godlessness is known to the entire world” 

(“tattaren hwilkas lefnads sätt och ogudachtighet hela werlden är bekant”), wormed their way to Nådendal, but 

there were also other people who did not go to church or partake of communion but lived in darkness like 

pagans. Weckman counted among them the rag sellers Appelgren and Widberg. He had never seen them attend 

a church service, although they considered Nådendal as their domicile, and “with lies and deception burdened 

them [the inhabitants of town] with new and illegal charges” (“med lögn och bedrägeri skattlägga dem med nya 

och olagliga afgifter”). In 1773, Adjunct Waldstedt was accused of writing contradictory certificates, and Eric 

Palmstedt complained that Waldstedt “would support Palm and his people in all their cases with certificates 

[…]” (“skulle gynna Palm och hans folck i alle theras mål med attester”). Jäntere 1959, 398; Naantalin 

raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirja 15.10.1766, KA, Raastuvanoikeuksien renovoidut tuomiokirjat, q:35; Naantalin 

raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirja 16.12.1773, TMA, NRA, Cc:12, fol. 311v. 
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Indeed, communion could be understood as one arena in which the community 

was defined. David Sabean, who has examined refusal to partake of communion in sixteenth-

century Germany, has argued that religious institutions were used to buttress the lines of 

political authority: people who refused to participate in communion were pressured to partake 

of it. According to Sabean, for the officials, “the sacrament was […] the central symbol 

defining the social and moral community – in terms of entrance, exit, and boundaries.”829  

Although sources mostly are silent about the possible ethnic element in the 

conflicts between the Palm family and the local population, we should note that the complaints 

against them often resembled the complaints against lower-status Roma in that the Palm family 

was accused of travelling and high-handed behaviour during their travel.830 For instance, in 

1778, Carl Palm and his companions were forbidden from entering the province of Nyland och 

Tavastehus due to complaints about his travelling in the province and the violence exercised in 

the course of it. In spite of this, the Town Council of Nådendal granted Carl and Magdalena 

Palm travel permit to Helsingfors and Nurmijärvi parish in May 1779. After the arrest and 

interrogation of Carl Palm and his party in August 1779 (treated in the previous sub-chapter), 

the governor of Nyland och Tavastehus renewed the ban and thus forbade the Town Council 

of Nådendal from granting them passports to his province.831 

The travelling of the family was discussed in court later that year. In November 

1779, Carl, Magdalena, and Otto Palm as well as the wife of Fredric Österman/Palm, Hedvig 

Benjamsdotter, stayed a couple of days at the house of a peasant and inn-keeper, Mickel 

Wuorenpä in Vuorenpää village, situated around twenty kilometres north from Nådendal. 

While they were leaving the house, with Magdalena already on a horse outside, Otto Palm 

broke a bottle that belonged to Wuorenpä. When Wuorenpä asked him to behave himself and 

pay for the bottle, Otto hit him with a whip so badly that he eventually blacked out.832 

The son of Wuorenpä hurried to ask County Bailiff Carl Otto Oseen to arrest the 

party. Oseen stated later in court that as he knew “how difficult people the Palms were to deal 

with”,833 he gathered a few people to help him and hurried to Wuorenpä. Yet when he began 

to arrest them, Carl and Otto Palm hit him, and, after being arrested, Carl Palm swore and called 

                                                 
829 Sabean 1984, 58–59. 
830 However, among the court cases handled in the city court of Nådendal, these accusations are rarer, since the 

conflicts handled in that court usually involved disputes or violence that had occurred in Nådendal between the 

inhabitants of the town. 
831 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 9.8.1779, HMA, ULka, Kkptk, Ca:2; Nousiaisen ja Maskun pitäjien 

syyskäräjät 1779, RA, Acta miscellanea (Palmskiölds samling), vol. 4. 
832 Nousiaisen ja Maskun pitäjien syyskäräjät 1779, RA, Acta miscellanea (Palmskiölds samling), vol. 4. 
833 “hwad swårt folck Palmarne wore at göra med” 
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Oseen rackare and rogue (skälm). The women stayed calm, and later Magdalena helped the 

wife and the children of Wuorenpä tend the wounded.834 

The case was handled in court where, besides the assault, also the travelling of the 

family was brought up for discussion. Oseen requested that Carl Palm be entirely forbidden 

from travelling to the countryside, since he had previously been sentenced to lose his honour 

and he had not practiced a bourgeois livelihood in Nådendal for a long time. Instead, he had 

roamed around the country year after year with his wife and equally ill-mannered sons, and 

people had suffered from injustices and insecurities against life and property because of them. 

According to a witness, Carl Palm had threatened to burn the house of Oseen, and the county 

bailiff considered that Palm would not hesitate to commit arson if given the opportunity. 

Vice District Judge Silvan did not consider the case that severe. According to him, 

Carl Palm’s travelling was due to the fact that food products and feed were not available in 

Nådendal, like in other towns, and burghers needed to get them from the countryside by 

themselves. It was for this reason that Carl Palm and his family members had been in 

Wuorenpä, located close to a main road: they had meant to buy corn, meat, and feed for their 

horses. The bottle that Otto Palm broke had caused the conflict. Silvan considered that Oseen 

should be ordered to make amends for arresting the women, who appear to have been innocent 

in the incident. However, Oseen stated that he had not known who of the family members had 

been “more or less culpable”.835 He had been asked to arrest them, and “they had all been in a 

flock, like Gypsies, who have absolutely no permission to roam around the country”.836 He 

thus thought that he had acted correctly when sending all of them to the governor. The governor 

had decided to keep them all imprisoned, but Silvan requested that the women be released.837 

When questioned in court, Carl Palm said that they had been on their way to 

Vesilax market to sell their horses and had been granted a travel permit by the Town Council 

of Nådendal. They had left Nådendal a month before the market began, since they had no feed 

for their horses in Nådendal. Otto Palm had received a travel permit to Björneborg town from 

the lieutenant of his company. Four of their horses belonged to Carl Palm, while one of them 

was owned by Otto Palm. 

The court convicted Otto Palm of violence, drunkenness, and roaming, whereas 

Carl Palm was convicted of violence, defaming the county bailiff, swearing, drunkenness, and 

                                                 
834 Nousiaisen ja Maskun pitäjien syyskäräjät 1779, RA, Acta miscellanea (Palmskiölds samling), vol. 4. 
835 “mer eller mindre brottslige”  
836 “the alle funnits uti en flock och farnöte, såsom Zigenare, hwilka aldeles icke hafwa lof at stryka kring 

landet” 
837 Nousiaisen ja Maskun pitäjien syyskäräjät 1779, RA, Acta miscellanea (Palmskiölds samling), vol. 4. 



233 

 

roaming. Furthermore, Magdalena and Hedvig were convicted of roaming.838 The court of 

appeal confirmed the sentence, but the Palm family was not satisfied with the decision and thus 

lodged an appeal to the king.839 

The letter indicates that the Palm family and County Bailiff Oseen had previous 

acquaintance. Oseen’s comment concerning the difficulty of dealing with the Palm family also 

points in this direction. Although the Palm family admitted that Carl and Otto Palm had not 

behaved themselves well in Wuorenpä, they considered that Oseen had mainly caused the 

escalation of the conflict. According to them, Oseen was known for drinking and other 

excesses, and they described him as their “most bitter persecutor”,840 whose “impudent 

greed”841 had let the situation escalate. 

Concerning their travelling, the Palm family paid attention to their livelihood: “It 

is equally incontestable as it is reasonable that we, like other people, cannot manage without 

necessary livelihood, that we are entitled to search for it by honest and legal means and that 

such [livelihood] cannot be acquired indoors […]”.842 They pointed out that almost all the 

inhabitants of Nådendal needed to obtain their necessities by travelling to the countryside. 

Although they admitted that all the crimes deserved a punishment, they stressed that the 

punishment should be proportional to the crime.843 Carl and Magdalena Palm, who were 

already aged, thus requested that their corporal punishment be reduced to imprisonment on 

bread and water.844 

Among other cases, this court case demonstrates that the travelling of the Palm 

family was regarded as problematic and highlights the connection between travelling and being 

identified as zigenare. Although the women had behaved peacefully, they were arrested since 

they were in the company of Carl and Otto Palm, who were suspected of violence. This is a 

good example of circular reasoning: the women were arrested since they were in a group “like 

Gypsies”, who were forbidden to roam around the country. Oseen did not mention having 

                                                 
838 Nousiaisen ja Maskun pitäjien syyskäräjät 1779, RA, Acta miscellanea (Palmskiölds samling), vol. 4. 
839 Turun maaherra KM:lle 14.2.1780 ja hovioikeuden päätös 14.1.1780, RA, Acta miscellanea (Palmskiölds 

samling), vol. 4. 
840 “hädskaste förfölljare” 
841 “en otidig winnings lystnad” 
842 “Att vj såsom andre Meniskior icke kunna subsistera utan nödigt Lifsuppehälle, at wj äro berättigade söka 

det på ärligit och Lofligit sätt och at sådant eij kan erhållas inom fyra knutar, är Lika så ostridigt som billigt 

[...].” 
843 All the inhabitants of the town were not even able to buy flour in order to make their own bread. In 1782, 

some townspeople turned to a baker from Åbo and requested that he found a baker’s shop in Nådendal. Jäntere 

1959, 293. 
844 Carl, Magdalena ja Otto Palm sekä Hedv. Benjamsdotter KM:lle 14.2.1780, RA, Acta miscellanea 

(Palmskiölds samling), vol. 4. 
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checked their travel permits or inquired about their travel plans. On the grounds of the court 

protocols, the arrest was justified by the assumption that they had roamed without permission, 

since ‘Gypsies’ had no permission to travel. Moreover, it is possible that gender played a role 

in the arrest: in an unclear situation, a wife was to follow her husband. 

It should be noted that in many court cases concerning the Palm family, the 

conflicts appear to have escalated in the contact with authorities. After the scuffle in Vuorenpää 

village, Otto Palm had confessed his action to a soldier named Johan Kalckman, who had 

arrived at the place before County Bailiff Oseen. The resistance began when the county bailiff 

arrived. Moreover, the conflict between Lars Svart and Matts Friberg, in 1766, escalated after 

the public prosecutor stepped in, although Svart and Friberg succeeded in settling their dispute.  

It can be concluded that although Carl Palm managed to acquire social and 

economic capital that distinguished him from many other people identified as zigenare/tattare, 

he was still regarded as a ‘Gypsy’, and it appears that he and his family could not entirely 

escape the stigma attached to ‘Gypsies’. In the sources, this stigma becomes apparent 

particularly in conflict situations. It would be extremely interesting to know whether this stigma 

was equally attached to the next generations of the family. Although I have not conducted 

genealogical research on the members of the Palm family, I have nevertheless found some 

sources concerning the descendants of burgher Palm which shed some light on their life, 

occupations, and family relations. We will now turn our focus to these pieces of information. 

The next generation 

On the grounds of the sporadic sources that I have found, the descendants of Carl 

Palm ofen married with people who were identified as zigenare, and their livelihood patterns 

resembled those of many other Roma: they served as soldiers, farriers, and glassware sellers. 

Hence, although this family had a higher social position than most other Roma, their overall 

status does not appear highly exceptional. Acquiring burgher rights appears to have been a 

channel through which to acquire legal protection that enabled mobility and a secure social 

status. Yet, the travelling of this family remained a problematised issue, and many descendants 

of Carl Palm continued to be identified as zigenare.  

Although Carl Palm was said to have been illiterate, some of his children received 

an education.845 In 1762, Elias Palm was referred to as a person who “is lettered, does not 

                                                 
845 Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirja 13.6.1781, KA, Raastuvanoikeuksien renovoidut tuomiokirjat, q:44, 

s. 333. 
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comprehend poorly Christian doctrine, and can even write”.846 Four years later, Fredric Palm 

was noted as having studied in pedagogio, which was, in the Swedish school system, the 

lowest-level school. The children studying in the pedagogio of Nådendal often originated from 

the middle bourgeoisie or lower social groups, whereas the wealthiest burghers and the gentry 

sought to find elementary instruction for their children elsewhere. In the pedagogio of 

Nådendal, children were mainly taught Christian doctrine and reading, while in some other 

towns, such as Nystad and Raumo, they were also taught writing, arithmetic, geography, 

history, Latin and Greek.847 

Elias Palmroth seems to have succeeded in raising his social status to a certain 

extent. He married Catharina Eliadotter Falck, also identified as zigenare and previously 

convicted of fornication with another zigenare, soldier Carl Wehnström/Hommonen.848 In the 

1760s, Palmroth served as a reserve dragoon and a handyman but later worked as a farrier in 

Nådendal, where he lived, in the 1770s, in the Lillmunckila house.849 He applied for burgher 

rights in Nådendal but was rejected, leading to an appeal to the Chamber Collegium in 1771.850 

In 1780, he was referred to as försvarskarl, a person who worked under the protection of the 

town.851 The following year, Palmroth planned to apply for burgher rights in Tammerfors and 

received a certification from the Town Council of Nådendal concerning his good behaviour. 

According to the Town Council, Palmroth had worked as a farrier under the protection of the 

town and treated and operated on horses.852 Palmroth may have been granted burgher rights 

later, since he is referred to as a burgher in the taxation books of Nådendal from 1784 to 

1787.853 

Nevertheless, Palmroth left the town and moved with his family to Virmo, located 

around 30 kilometers north from Nådendal. Captain Johan Gustaf Brunov took him as a farrier 

                                                 
846 “är wäl Boksynt, förstår eij illa Cristendomen, och kan äfwen skrifwa” 
847 Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirja 16.6.1766, TMA, NRA, Cc:10; Matinolli 1959, 482–483. 
848 Turun raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirja 15.4.1761, KA, Raastuvanoikeuksien renovoidut tuomiokirjat, z:122, s. 

176. 
849 Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirja 24.3.1766, KA, Raastuvanoikeuksien renovoidut tuomiokirjat, q:35; 

Turun kämnerinoikeuden pöytäkirja 11.4.1767, KA, Raastuvanoikeuksien renovoidut tuomiokirjat, z:265; 

According to the taxation books, Palmroth and his family lived in the Lillmunckila house (number 59) from 

1774 to 1782. Yet in the parish records, a child born to the couple in 1773 was already recorded in this house. 

During the years 1784–1787 the family apparently no longer lived in the house, although, according to the 

taxation book, the house belonged to Palmroth. Syntyneet, vihityt ja kuolleet 1756–1809, KA, Naantalin 

kirkonarkisto, X11; Naantalin henkikirjat 1774–1787, KA, Turun ja Porin läänin tilejä. 
850 Naantalin maistraatin pöytäkirja 6.7.1771 ja hakemisto, TMA, NRA, Cj:2. 
851 Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirja 12.7.1780 (§2), KA, Raastuvanoikeuksien renovoidut tuomiokirjat, 

q:45. 
852 Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirja 28.5.1781, KA, Raastuvanoikeuksien renovoidut tuomiokirjat, q:44, 

s. 304–305. 
853 Naantalin henkikirjat 1784–1787, KA, Turun ja Porin läänin tilejä. 
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to the official residence (boställe) of Second Lieutenant Majalais, where Palmroth lived from 

1787 to 1798. In 1794, the peasants of Virmo complained that Palmroth and his wife travelled 

from one village to another and even outside the parish, and requested that the couple settle 

down and stop roaming.854 In the early nineteenth century, Palmroth served as a farrier in 

Saarijärvi, situated in Central Finland around 350 kilometers north-east from Virmo.855 

Some of the children of Elias Palmroth settled down in Virmo. Adolph Friedrick 

was taken as a reservist, after which he adopted the name Nögt. In 1793, he married a jungfru 

named Maria Vallterdotter from Majalais, not referred to as zigenare in the sources. In 1794, 

local peasants reported that Adolph Friedrick stayed in his reserve file, behaved impeccably 

and had considerable knowledge of Christian doctrine. Carl Gustaf Palmen, another son of 

Elias Palmroth, served as a drummer in the same regiment as Adolph Friedrick. According to 

the peasants, he also remained in Virmo parish, although he often travelled outside the parish 

and had not partaken of communion for a long time. From time to time, he lived an ill-mannered 

life. Sophia Albertina Palm, Elias Palmroth’s daughter, also remained in Virmo in the 1790s. 

In 1794, peasants stated that she had served as a maid in an official residence the previous year, 

but was then marked in taxation books to Sergeant Lundgren. However, peasants stated that 

she roamed around and requested thus that she be sent away from the parish as a useless 

person.856 

As mentioned above, Elias Palmroth moved later to central Finland, and one of 

his sons, Anders Palm, was taken on as a farrier in Saarijärvi in 1811. He was admitted to the 

job since he was known to be a skillful farrier and to get along well with animals, horses in 

particular. Furthermore, his father Elias Palmroth had previously practiced the same occupation 

in Saarijärvi.857 

References to the other children of Carl Palm are scarcer.858 Yet it seems that they 

found their livelihood in occupations common among the Roma. Fredric, who studied in 

pedagogio in the 1760s, worked for the Åvik glass factory in 1779 and was referred to as a 

                                                 
854 Mynämäen henkikirjat 1787–1798, KA, Turun ja Porin läänin tilejä; Mynämäen pitäjänkokouksen pöytäkirja 

20.7.1794, TMA, Mynämäen seurakunnan arkisto, II Ca, Pitäjän- ja kirkonkokousten pöytäkirjat 1785–1903, s. 

183–184; Perälä 1963, 238. 
855 Kallio 1987, 354. 
856 Mynämäen pitäjänkokouksen pöytäkirja 20.7.1794, TMA, Mynämäen seurakunnan arkisto, II Ca, Pitäjän- ja 

kirkonkokousten pöytäkirjat 1785–1903, s. 182–184; Perälä 1963, 238. 
857 Kallio 1987, 354. 
858 Carl Palm’s son Vilhelm died before 1786 and two of his sons, Hans Friedrick and Eljas, lived in Denmark. 

Magdalena Palmin perukirja 7.3.1786, KA, NRA, Perukirjat, Ec:4. 



237 

 

former drafted soldier in 1780.859 Otto Reinhold served as a soldier in the 1770s: we have 

references from the years 1775 and 1779 of him serving in a regiment which later became the 

Jägerhorn Regiment.860  

Furthermore, we have some other sources concerning Otto Palm which 

nevertheless do not explicitly mention him as a son of Carl Palm. Hence, notwithstanding the 

same name, it is not incontestable that these sources refer to burgher Palm’s son. In 1797, in 

Vittisbofjärd on the western coast of Finland, “a farrier and Gypsy”861 named Otto Palm was 

said to have assaulted several persons while being drunk. According to a juryman 

(nämndeman), Palm had not had a stable residence but had roamed around the court district. A 

few days earlier he had shown signs of settling down and building a croft in Nederby, located 

in Vittisbofjärd, against the will of the local inhabitants. Hence, the juryman requested from 

the court that Palm be sent to a workhouse.862 

Where did the daughters of Carl Palm find their spouses? In 1764, Carl and 

Magdalena Palm planned to marry their daughter Ulrica to the cook of Lieutenant-Colonel 

Delvig, Joachim Petter Hagdorn, who was not referred to as zigenare in the sources. As a 

dowry, Hagdorn was promised 7 000 copper daler. However, the Palms soon found out that 

Hagdorn suffered from venereal diseases and epilepsy, and they wanted to cancel the contract 

because of this. The case was brought to court, which settled the case in Palms’ favour.863 

Ulrica died unmarried the following summer, at the age of 21.864 

We have already noted that Sibilla Palm married Carl Schvartz/Palm, an artillery 

handyman whose father was identified as zigenare. On the grounds of the birth references of 

some of their children found through the HISKI database, they moved around somewhat. In 

                                                 
859 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 9.8.1779, HMA, ULka, Kkptk, Ca:2; Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden 

pöytäkirja 19.7.1780 (§2), KA, Raastuvanoikeuksien renovoidut tuomiokirjat, q:45. 
860 At the time, the regiment was called the Skytte Regiment (1773–1777), and the Fleming Regiment (1777–

1788). Turun maaherra UH mh:lle 7.4.1775, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:106, fol. 761, nro 32; Nousiaisen ja Maskun 

pitäjien syyskäräjät 1779, RA, Acta miscellanea (Palmskiölds samling), vol. 4; see also Lääninkanslian 

kuulustelupöytäkirja 9.8.1779, HMA, ULka, Kkptk, Ca:2. 
861 “hofslagaren och Zigenaren”  
862 Ulvilan ja Merikarvian pitäjien talvikäräjät 1797, KA, Vehmaan ja Ala-Satakunnan tuomiokunnan renovoitu 

tuomiokirja, II KO a:118, fol. 1034–1035; Heino 1979, 158. Moreover, the HISKI database contains birth 

references of children born to “Zigenare/Tattare” Otto Reinhold Palm and Albertina Johansdotter. However, it 

is probable that these references do not concern the son of Carl Palm. As the son of Carl Palm was born in 1757, 

according to these references, he would have served as a drummer in his 60s. Otto Reinhold Palm is referred to 

as a drummer (in 1813, 1815, and 1820), a former drummer (in 1820), a whipper (in 1820 and 1826), and a 

crofter (“Trp.” in 1828). He apparently lived in southeastern Finland since his children were born in Loimaa and 

Vittis and, in 1834, the Vittis and Keikyä parishes provided poor relief for the feeding of the children of Otto 

Palm. http://hiski.genealogia.fi/hiski?fi, read 15 March 2017; Viikki 1973, 606. 
863 Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden pöytäkirjat 25.2.1764, 27.2.1764 ja 29.2.1764, KA, Raastuvanoikeuksien 

renovoidut tuomiokirjat, q:33. 
864 Syntyneet, vihityt ja kuolleet 1756–1809, KA, Naantalin kirkonarkisto, X11. 
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1774, they had a daughter, Anna Lovisa, in St Michel, located in the Kymmenegård province, 

while their son Fromholdt was born in 1777 in Vichtis, situated over 200 kilometres southwest 

from St Michel. Another daughter, Magdalena, was born in 1781 in Vörå, situated on the 

western coast of Finland around 350 kilometers from St Michel and 400 kilometers from 

Vichtis.865 In 1806, Sibilla was told to stay at a peasant’s place in Artsjö, around 100 kilometers 

northeast of Helsingfors. This information was given by tattare Carl Appell, a soldier of the 

Adlercreutz Regiment, when questioned in the provincial secretariat of Kymmenegård 

province. Appel presented himself as the son of Sibilla and the deceased Carl Palm.866 

It thus appears that many, though not all, of burgher Palm’s descendants married 

people identified as zigenare and found their livelihood in occupations that were common 

among the Roma: military occupations, horseshoeing, and selling glassware. In the sources, 

they were identified as zigenare. Naturally, individual paths diverged: some led an itinerant 

life while others settled down and were respected for their skills by the local population. 

Generally speaking, however, the source material does not point to a fast and clear upward 

social mobility of the descendants of burgher Palm. 

 

******************** 

 

Although the examples handled in this chapter are exceptional when compared to most of the 

references to people identified as zigenare/tattare in my source material, they reinforce the 

view that ethnic status was quite persistent also in the situation of changing social status. 

Acquiring a croft or burgher rights were different channels to social mobility; yet even when 

social mobility took place, getting rid of the ethnic label proved problematic in one generation 

at least.  

Carl Palm lived in a town community and had many contacts with other 

inhabitants of Nådendal. Nevertheless, he did not seek to separate himself from other Roma. 

Due to the economic and social capital he had acquired, he was able to offer protection to other 

Roma. Although he was regarded as a leader of the Roma by the mainstream population, his 

status was not uncontested among the Roma, since he could be criticised when his behaviour 

was considered high-handed. 

                                                 
865 http://hiski.genealogia.fi/hiski?fi, read 15 March 2017. 
866 Lääninkanslian kuulustelupöytäkirja 30.6.1806, MMA, KLka, Kkptk, vol. 4. 
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Notwithstanding their higher social status when compared to many other Roma, 

Carl Palm and his family members were still identified as zigenare/tattare by the mainstream 

population. None of the sources indicate that the combination of the two statuses, the one of 

‘burgher’ and the other one of ‘Gypsy’, would have caused confusion among the 

contemporaries. Yet there are some indications that the family members of Palm regarded the 

ethnic labelling as derogatory and brought this out in public. In some sources, the ethnic status 

of the Palm family was left unrecorded and in other sources it was only briefly mentioned. 

However, it could be given weight in conflict situations. The request to send Carl Palm to 

Sveaborg in spite of his residence in order to influence other ‘Gypsies’ is intriguing. It indicates 

that ‘being a Gypsy’ was considered as a sufficient prerequisite for a person to be sent to forced 

labour: since Carl Palm was considered the head of the Roma, he was regarded as an 

exceptionally powerful representative of ‘Gypsyness’, in spite of his social and economic 

capital. 

The examples in my source material indicate that disengaging the ‘Gypsy stigma’ 

from a person could become gradually possible if the person drew a strict distinction between 

himself and other ‘Gypsies’ and gave up itineracy. Yet the examples suggest that, also in these 

situations, this took several generations. Material wealth or the lack of it did not alone appear 

to have been determining factors in ethnic identification. The ideas of sedentarism and 

belonging to a certain place were more powerful qualifiers. Marrying a person from the 

sedentary population probably helped a person to become established in the sedentary 

community, and the example of Lisa Abrahamsdotter indicates that the children of mixed 

marriages were not automatically identified as ‘Gypsies’. Yet the same example highlights that 

the ethnic status of a person persisted even after a mixed marriage. After the marriage with 

Abram Axelsson/Abraham Ahrnkihl, Lisa’s mother remarried a soldier identified as zigenare 

and was herself identified as a zigenare by her daughter, Lisa. 

Finally, as my source material deals with people who were identified as 

zigenare/tattare in some documents at least, an inevitable question remains: do I lose touch 

with people who were successful in getting rid of the ‘Gypsy label’? This is of course highly 

possible and should be regarded as a constraint of my analysis, since the restrictions of my 

source material strongly influence my interpretation of the persistence of the ethnic status. I 

nevertheless consider that the micro-level analysis of this chapter concerning people who were 

positioned, to a certain extent, in between the Roma and the mainstream population, has 

provided new insights into the possibilities and constraints in breaking away from the ‘Gypsy 
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stigma’ and reinforced the view that, in eighteenth-century Finland, zigenare and tattare were 

not perceived as mere socio-economic categories. 
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7. Conclusion 

This study grew out of an attempt to understand the construction and maintenance 

of the categories zigenare and tattare in the eastern part of the Swedish Kingdom during a 

period ranging from the 1740s up to the end of the Swedish rule in 1809. The selection of this 

period has proven reasonable for several grounds, although this thesis can only to a lesser extent 

assess the temporary changes in the construction of these categories, which had been present 

in the kingdom since the sixteenth century. The research period was characterised by the 

powerful position of the military in society as well as labour and population policies which 

aimed to increase labour supply, influencing the categorisation of populations. The 

significantly greater amount of sources as compared with earlier time periods has enabled an 

in-depth examination of this particular era, which has been complemented with my earlier 

findings from the seventeenth century. 

In the sphere of legislation, the first letters concerning tattare and/or zigenare, 

dating from the sixteenth century, dealt specifically with these categories, while in the latter 

part of the seventeenth and in the eighteenth centuries, tattare/zigenare were increasingly 

named alongside vagrants, vagabonds, and various travelling artisans or traders. Occasionally, 

other ethnic categories such as Jews or Sami were also referred to in the same statutes. 

Zigenare/tattare were long conceived as foreigners who were to be deported from the kingdom: 

it was not until 1748 that they were subject to similar treatment as domestic vagabonds. Hence, 

in the latter part of the eighteenth century, in legislation, they were absorbed into the lower 

echelons of the society. We should nevertheless remember that this development had taken 

place earlier and more gradually in practice, and, according to the church law, tattare could be 

accepted as the members of the Lutheran church from 1686 onwards. Yet a certain foreign 

aspect remained attached to these categories after 1748, too: in legislation, a distinction was 

drawn between ‘domestic’ and ‘foreign’ zigenare/tattare, while several sources indicate that 

also the domestic ones were regarded as having foreign origins. The overall impression is that, 

in legislation, zigenare/tattare were constructed as distinct categories, which, although 

integrally tied together with vagrancy and vagabondage, cannot be reduced merely to these 

socioeconomic categories. 

Extending the vagrancy legislation to encompass also the ‘domestic’ 

zigenare/tattare was in line with the labour policy of the time, which strove to benefit from 

potential workforce. As expulsion had proven ineffective and expensive, zigenare/tattare were 
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officially included in the population of the kingdom, based on the idea that it was possible to 

turn these categories into a workforce that could benefit the Crown. During the eighteenth 

century, the workforce of convicted vagrants was increasingly exploited in the military and in 

forced labour at fortresses and in other workhouses. 

In Swedish society, the military had a prominent role, which had developed over 

the course of the seventeenth century when Sweden was almost constantly at war. Even after 

Sweden lost its position as a great power, the army maintained its strong, and to a certain extent, 

independent, position in society, with its own laws, judicial system, governance, and norms. 

The military had a profound influence on vagrancy control: through recruitment demands, 

military personnel acted concretely for the enforcement of vagrancy control, while military 

needs influenced the exploitation of the workforce of convicted vagrants. The latter part of the 

eighteenth century saw the buttressing of military frontiers by the construction of two 

fortresses, Sveaborg and Svartholm, in the southern shore of Finland, built in order to 

strengthen the eastern defence of the Swedish Kingdom against the Russian Empire. The 

workforce of convicted vagrants was heavily employed in these construction works. 

Vagrancy policies were closely connected with mobility control, a further aspect 

of state formation. Endeavours to control and restrain the mobility of the state’s subjects grew 

from the idea that this made it easier to govern and tax them, and the controlling of the poor 

relief burden also served as a motivation to restrict the mobility of the poor. While the military 

had a strong impact on vagrancy control, my micro-level analysis has demonstrated that these 

interrelated systems had a partly contradictory influence on mobility in society. Vagrancy 

policies strove to control mobility and bind people territorially, while the military may have 

increased mobility in society since, for economic reasons, enlisted soldiers often ended up 

living an itinerant life. 

In the eighteenth century, the position of the Finnish territory as a border region 

was very concrete, as Sweden fought three wars against the Russian Empire and, among other 

areas, had to cede parts of south-eastern Finland to Russia. With respect to the Roma, the border 

position was not irrelevant since it shaped the basic political structure in which they lived. It 

was precisely the military regiments and the fortifications of Sveaborg and Svartholm which 

enabled the exploitation of the workforce of convicted vagrants, and therefore these defences 

had a notable impact on the enforcement of vagrancy policies and on the everyday life of the 

Roma. 

According to parish records, a significant Roma population lived in Russian 

Finland during the eighteenth century, and its proportional size increased over the course of 
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the century, as compared to the Roma in Swedish Finland. Although several explanatory factors 

can be found for the concentration of the Roma in this region, the framework of my study has 

not allowed me to provide certain answers to this question. There is a need for further research 

on the subject and on the vagrancy policies and the subsistence of the Roma in Russian Finland. 

It nevertheless appears that vagrancy policies were not enforced as strictly in Russian Finland 

as in Swedish Finland. While massive construction works of fortifications were carried out in 

this region, it seems that convicted vagrants were not employed in these works and, moreover, 

up until 1797, recruitment was not extended to Russian Finland. Finally, the division between 

towns and rural areas was less rigid on the Russian side than in Sweden, and the practice of 

trades and crafts in rural areas was not monitored as strictly as in Swedish Finland, facilitating 

thus the livelihood of the Roma. My case study of the vagrancy interrogations in the 

Kymmenegård province indicates that crossing the border to Russia could be an attractive 

alternative for people who strove for better work opportunities or sought to evade vagrancy 

control on the Swedish side. It seems plausible that before the recruitment started in Russian 

Finland, in 1797, the motive for border-crossing was even greater. Yet, this phenomenon still 

requires further research within a larger timeframe. 

In Swedish Finland, it was mainly through the military system that the Roma were 

bound to society, yet, to a great extent, this meant accommodating Roma on the lower echelons 

of society. Military needs influenced the use of Roma labour as soldiers, saltpetre boilers, and 

convicted vagrants at fortresses. For those serving as soldiers or working as saltpetre boilers, 

the military provided legal protection, while contacts established in the army could even lead 

to service relationships or status as tenant farmers. However, most of the Roma served as 

enlisted soldiers whose overall reputation was low and whose life was often characterised by 

economic difficulties and itineracy. It is highly likely that this reinforced the ‘Gypsy’ image 

that was integrally connected with mobility. 

Most of the economic activities in which the Roma were engaged were 

characterised by itinerancy. These activities tied Roma to local communities, forming an 

interdependence between Roma and the local populations, which were dependent on people 

who could perform itinerant activities. On the other hand, these activities also strengthened the 

connection between mobility and the ‘Gypsy’ notion. However, we should be conscious of the 

fact that Roma were not the only people who travelled or engaged in itinerant activities. The 

question here is of a constructed notion: the connection between ‘Gypsies’ and mobility had 

been established gradually over a long period of time, and, during my research period, it was 

further reinforced by their practice of itinerant activities. Rather than explaining their itineracy 
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by socioeconomic factors such as the lack of housing or difficulties in finding places of service, 

it was usually described as something intrinsic, an inborn custom. Interestingly, since the Roma 

were conceived of as essentially itinerant, their mobility was emphasised also in situations in 

which they lived more sedentary lives (as, for instance, tenant farmers). This image of the 

‘travelling Gypsy’ was not only spread by the mainstream population but could also be applied 

by people who themselves were identified as ‘Gypsies’, often as a contrasting image in 

situations when they strove to raise their own position. Moreover, infamy may have played 

some role in the formation of their category, yet this should not be given too much emphasis, 

since infamous occupations are not highly visible in my source material. 

When it comes to micro-level social relations, Finland appears to offer an 

intriguing exception to the interpretation of Anne Minken of the de-ethnification of the tattare 

and zigenare in northern Europe in the latter part of the eighteenth century. Although ethnicity 

was seldom problematised during my research period, in Finland, we do notice a differentiation 

between those identified as zigenare/tattare and others throughout the period. Expressions that 

describe a person as being ‘of Gypsy kin’ or ‘born Gypsy’ were not rare in my source material 

and, occasionally, interrogatees or authorities were asked about ethnicity. On the other hand, 

contrary to what Anne Minken has discovered from other Nordic countries, the 

problematisation of, or the emphasis given to, the ethnicity of zigenare/tattare is fairly 

nonexistent in the sources that I have found from the seventeenth century: people defined by 

these labels appear only incidentally in seventeenth-century judicial sources. This, however, 

does not necessarily reflect the real significance given to ethnicity but can also result from the 

nature of the source material. 

During my research period, in the context of vagrancy interrogations, 

zigenare/tattare were separated from other alleged vagrants, although they were judged by the 

same legislation. A closer look at the vagrancy interrogation protocols reveals that some factors 

distinguished those categorised as zigenare/tattare from other alleged vagrants: they included 

frequency of military background, greater proportion of women and children among the 

interrogatees, being more often interrogated in groups and for a mobility-related reason, and 

frequency of forced labour convictions. Yet, ethnic categorisation cannot be deduced merely 

from these factors, since none of them occurred merely among the ‘Gypsies’. Although the 

almost entire absence of problematisation of ethnicity in the vagrancy interrogation protocols 

points to a conception of fixed and stable boundaries between ‘Gypsies’ and ‘non-Gypsies’, 

individual cases indicate that hiding, and, perhaps, getting rid of, one’s ethnic status was not 

utterly impossible. 
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The criminal cases, too, that concern tattare/zigenare point to the existence of a 

boundary between them and the rest of the population. Roma were rarely accused of having 

committed serious violence against non-Roma. Moreover, inter-ethnic violence appears to have 

been fairly arbitrary or preceded by some sort of rejection by the non-Roma, while intra-ethnic 

violence came about in closer relationships. Interestingly, the reasons for intra-ethnic violence 

often remained obscure. This was in part due to the reason that Roma used their own language, 

incomprehensible to others, in conflict situations, especially homicides. All these factors seem 

to point to the existence of a boundary between Roma and non-Roma as well as to an uneven 

power relation between them: the relationships between Roma and non-Roma may not have 

been close enough to give rise to violent confrontation, while the Roma may have striven to 

maintain functioning inter-ethnic relationships due to their dependence on the mainstream 

population. Property crimes, by contrast, were frequently perpetrated against non-Roma. This 

can also be explained by socio-economic factors, yet it seems to contradict the argument that 

Roma refrained from conflicts in order to maintain good relations with the mainstream 

population.  

Indeed, even though the criminal cases point to the existence of a boundary 

between Roma and non-Roma, it does appear that the major differences between inter-ethnic 

and intra-ethnic conflicts could be explained by socio-economic factors, irrespective of an 

‘ethnic’ dimension. Notwithstanding this, some individual cases do strengthen the argument 

that the categorisation of zigenare/tattare was not merely based on a certain ‘way of life’. 

People could live a life which was regarded as typical for ‘Gypsies’ and travel with people 

identified as ‘Gypsies’ without being identified or identifying themselves as ‘Gypsies’. Judging 

from the cases in which ethnicity was for some reason assessed, descent and appearance were 

given significance in this reflection.  

Furthermore, it is important to note that the labels zigenare/tattare could be used 

together with occupational labels in the source material of my research period. This indicates 

that zigenare/tattare were not considered as mere socio-economic categories but rather as 

labels which denoted a different belonging. Evidence from tenant farmers and the burgher 

family who lived in Nådendal reinforce the picture that ethnic status was fairly persistent also 

in the situation of a changing social status. The labels zigenare/tattare were used besides the 

label ‘burgher’ with no confusion, although there are some indications that the Palm family 

regarded the ethnic labelling derogatory. Hence, material wealth appears to have been a less 

powerful qualifier in ethnic identification than the ideas of sedentarism and belonging to a 
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certain place. Although the Palm family resided in Nådendal, they did not cease travelling and 

had continuous contacts with other Roma.  

Anne Minken has demonstrated that the nineteenth century saw a clear 

degradation of the socio-economic status of the Travellers (tattare), in Sweden, and a similar 

development has been noticed in the German speaking regions. In Sweden, this was in part 

connected to changes in the economy and the military system. During the eighteenth and the 

nineteenth centuries, the founding of new towns ceased, and the state strove to restrict the 

privileges of several smaller towns. This influenced the granting of burgher privileges to 

Travellers, which had been more common in the Swedish than in the Finnish part of the 

kingdom. From the mid-eighteenth century onwards, most Traveller burghers were toll 

burghers (kontingentborgare), which denotes that a person had been granted partial trade 

privileges in a town for a certain fee but did not enjoy other burgher privileges. Many of these 

burghers were travelling glassware and porcelain traders. Furthermore, by ceding the areas of 

Finland, in 1809, and Pomerania, in 1814, Sweden lost a great number of enlisted regiments 

that were located in these areas, reducing the demand for soldiers. The enlisting of soldiers was 

further influenced by the long period of peace which followed the Napoleonic Wars. However, 

although the marginalisation can to a certain extent be connected to changes in the military 

system and the economy, according to Minken, more or less explicit ethnicity-based 

marginalisation also took place in the sphere of the glassware and porcelain trade.867 

In Finland, too, changes in the military system had a profound impact on the 

subsistence and the social position of the Roma. After the area of Finland was incorporated 

into the Russian Empire, in 1809, the tenure army was suppressed and the number of enlisted 

regiments was reduced. Although some Roma continued to serve in enlisted regiments after 

the change of rule, the need for men in the Finnish troops diminished significantly especially 

after 1830.868 However, we have seen that Roma had been excluded from the regiments based 

on their ethnicity already before these structural changes materialised. Although it is unlikely 

that the ban on recruiting ‘Gypsies’, in 1805, was fully enforced, we have evidence of several 

people being dismissed from the regiments following this rule. Moreover, the Finnish Roma 

did not remain unaffected by the restrictions on glassware trade, although these restrictions did 

not result in their complete exclusion from this activity. 

                                                 
867 Minken 2009, 295, 297–303. 
868 Ekman 2006, 23–25, 27, 35, 50, 55, 69–70. For references to Roma having served as soldiers after the 

change of rule, see, for instance Turun maaherra UH mh:lle 3.5.1813, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:201, nro 42; 

Sääksmäen alisen kihlakunnan kihlakunnantuomari UH mh:lle 25.4.1814, HMA, ULka, Sk, Ea:207, nro 31. 
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We can conclude that, during my research period, Roma were bound to the lower 

echelons of the society. People categorised as zigenare or tattare were targeted by vagrancy 

policies more forcefully than the population in general: several sources demonstrate that they 

often lived under a constant risk of accusations and convictions for vagrancy. As the local level 

had a key role in the enforcement of the vagrancy control, functioning relations with local 

populations were vital for the survival of the Roma and could bring some security to their lives. 

Still, the uneven power-relations made the system very fragile for the Roma. Their life was 

characterised by attempts to acquire a legal status that would also enable material livelihood. 

The combination of different economic activities could allow for their subsistence, yet 

simultaneously many of the occupational spheres which they engaged in contributed to their 

marginalisation. Towards the later part of the Swedish rule, ethnicity-based exclusion increased 

in the spheres of military and glassware trade. 

In line with the ‘modernist’ thesis concerning ethnicity, Miika Tervonen has 

argued that boundary-drawing in relation to Roma and Travellers was reinforced towards the 

end of the nineteenth century, yet he has also pointed to a certain continuity in this phenomenon 

even before the nation-building framework.869 My study strengthens this assumption: 

positioning ‘Gypsies’ on the margins of the society was carried out throughout my research 

period. This was performed in practical terms, by considering them as ‘vagrants par 

excellence’, which could lead to the suspicion of vagrancy even in cases when a person had 

legal protection, and by employing them in low-status work. It was also carried out 

discursively, by making their work less visible through focusing on their mobility and work-

shyness. Although nation-building processes sharpened the boundaries between the in-groups 

and out-groups, my study shows that the categorisation in ethnic terms was not an invention of 

the nineteenth century. 

We should nevertheless not conclude that the boundaries between Roma and non-

Roma were impermeable during my research period. In different spheres, we notice a 

persistent, clear and unproblematised differentiation between Roma and non-Roma while, 

simultaneously, we discover cases in which ethnic status was to a certain extent problematised, 

questioned, presented as unclear, or used by authorities in a flexible way. The intensity of ethnic 

labelling, too, varied, depending upon the situation and the person who used the labels. 

Ethnicity was, to some extent at least, situational – it was given varying meanings and 

                                                 
869 Tervonen 2010, 264. 
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importance depending on the situation. We notice this, for instance, in the context of the Palm 

family, as their ethnicity was emphasised especially in conflict situations.  

The common expressions of being born to ‘Gypsy parents’ or ‘of Gypsy kin’ and 

the notion of an innate tendency to roam indicate that ‘Gypsy’ ethnicity was usually understood 

as being based on descent. It seems that both Roma and non-Roma shared this understanding, 

since it was common for both parties to refer to ‘Gypsy kin’. Depending on the situation, 

‘Gypsy’ ethnicity could also be connected to a certain way of life (including especially 

mobility), dark appearance, weak ties to church, and in some cases, possibly, to language. The 

fact that these markers could also be attached to non-Roma led to occasional obscurities when 

it came to ethnic identification by authorities. The categories zigenare/tattare were never 

explicitly defined, and the undefined character of these categories may have allowed some 

flexibility in administrative practices and generated uncertainty concerning identities.  

However, although several examples in my thesis cast light on the unstable 

character of ethnic categories, a great number of sources still point to a rather clear and 

enduring differentiation between Roma and non-Roma. It is likely that socio-economic factors 

strongly contributed to making the ‘Gypsy’ label so pervasive. Yet, this influence was not 

straightforward. We have seen that, besides people identified as zigenare/tattare, other low-

status people, too, could travel and practice similar economic activities as the Roma, blurring 

at times the distinction between Roma and non-Roma. On the other hand, however, the socio-

economic differences and the unbalanced power-relation between Roma and sedentary non-

Roma did contribute to solidifying the understandings of who the zigenare/tattare were. 

Although my source material mostly keeps silent about the ways in which the Roma maintained 

boundaries towards non-Roma, it is likely that these factors reinforced differentiation on both 

sides of the ethnic divide. In consequence, crossing the ethnic boundary and getting rid of the 

‘Gypsy stigma’ could turn out very difficult for a person to whom this label was attached. 

Hence, although zigenare/tattare in the eighteenth century should not be 

understood as an exclusively social category, the socio-economic factors connected to it played 

an extremely important role in reinforcing the inter-ethnic boundary. It was probably possible 

to gradually disengage the ‘Gypsy stigma’ from a person, if he separated himself from other 

‘Gypsies’ and gave up itineracy, although this may have taken several generations. 

Nevertheless, following what Fredrik Barth has stated about the persistence of ethnic 

boundaries in spite of individual mobility and interaction across the boundaries, these factors 

do not invalidate the existence of a continuous differentiation between Roma and non-Roma 

during my research period. 
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Sources and Bibliography 

Primary sources 

Archival sources 

Kansallisarkisto, Helsinki (KA)870 [The National Archives of Finland] 

 Jakob Edvard August Grönbladin kokoelma 

Kopior ur “kankas-samlingen” i Svenska Riksarkivet 1594–1599, nide 14 

 

 Kihlakunnanoikeuksien renovoidut tuomiokirjat 

Ala-Satakunnan tuomiokunnan tuomiokirja (Tuokko 93) 

 Huittisten kreivikunnan syyskäräjät 1652  

Etelä-Pohjanmaan tuomiokunnan tuomiokirja 

 Ilmajoen ylimääräiset käräjät 29.7.1791, 23.9.1791, 6.10.1791 ja 17.10.1791 

 Uudenkaarlepyyn pastoraatin talvikäräjät 1734 

Hollolan tuomiokunnan tuomiokirja 

 Hauhon talvikäräjät 1750 

 Janakkalan ja Vanajan syyskäräjät 1766 

Hollolan tuomiokunnan tuomiokirja (Hämeen lääni) 

 Asikkalan ylimääräiset käräjät 7.3.1800 ja 11.8.1800 

Hollolan tuomiokunnan tuomiokirja (Kymenkartanon lääni) 

 Asikkalan talvikäräjät 1797 ja ylimääräiset käräjät 15.8.1803 

 Iitin talvikäräjät 1800  

 Iitin syyskäräjät 1799, 1802 

 Iitin ylimääräiset käräjät 9.1.1800 

 Orimattilan ylimääräiset käräjät 6.6.1793 ja 30.7.1793 

Jääsken, Lappeen, Rannan ja Äyräpään tuomiokirja (Tuokko 91) 

 Lappeen ylisen kihlakunnan lakimääräiset käräjät 30.9.–2.10.1680 

 Ruokolahden talvikäräjät 1675 

                                                 
870 Abbreviations used in the references are marked in parentheses.  
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 Viipurin linnassa pidetyt välikäräjät 6.11.1663 

 Äyräpään kihlakunnan kesäkäräjät 1662 

Karjalan tuomiokunnan tuomiokirja 

 Liperin syyskäräjät 1757 

 Tohmajärven ylimääräiset käräjät 16–17.2.1776 

Keski-Pohjanmaan tuomiokunnan tuomiokirja 

 Kokkolan ja Kälviän syyskäräjät 1804 

Keski-Pohjanmaan ylisen tuomiokunnan tuomiokirja 

 Kokkolan ja Kälviän talvikäräjät 1805 

Käkisalmen tuomiokunnan tuomiokirja (Tuokko, Käkisalmen lääni) 

 Pälkjärven kesä- ja syyskäräjät 1683 

 Raudun, Sakkolan ja Pyhäjärven kesä- ja syyskäräjät 1687 

Pien-Savon tuomiokunnan tuomiokirja 

 Kuopion talvikäräjät 1767 

 Kuopion syyskäräjät 1782 

Pohjanmaan tuomiokunnan tuomiokirja (Tuokko 243) 

 Iin talvikäräjät 1669  

 Iin kesäkäräjät 1669 

Pohjois-Pohjanmaan tuomiokunnan tuomiokirja (Tuokko 243) 

 Paltamon talvikäräjät 1687  

Porvoon ja Hollolan tuomiokunnan tuomiokirja 

 Helsingin ja Nurmijärven talvikäräjät 1701 

 Hollolan ja Tennilän syyskäräjät 1702 

Porvoon ja Kymin tuomiokunnan tuomiokirja 

Helsingin, Nurmijärven ja Tuusulan pitäjän osan syyskäräjät 1801 ja 

ylimääräiset käräjät 28.6.1802 

 Helsingin pitäjän ylimääräiset käräjät 11.3.1805 

Pernajan, Myrskylän ja Lapinjärven pitäjän osan talvikäräjät 1788 ja 

syyskäräjät 1794 

 Pernajan syyskäräjät 1805 ja talvikäräjät 1806 

 Porvoon ja Mäntsälän syyskäräjät 1758, talvikäräjät 1759 ja syyskäräjät 1804 

 Sipoon ylimääräiset käräjät 16.6.1766 

 Sipoon ja Tuusulan pitäjän osan syyskäräjät 1795 

Raaseporin tuomiokunnan tuomiokirja 
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Espoon pitäjän sekä Kortjärven ja Enäjärven verokuntien syyskäräjät 1731 ja 

talvikäräjät 1733 

 Lohjan syyskäräjät 1753 

Raaseporin itäisen tuomiokunnan tuomiokirja 

 Vihdin ylimääräiset käräjät 20.2.1806 

Rautalammin tuomiokunnan tuomiokirja 

 Rautalammin syyskäräjät 1780  

Vehmaan ja Ala-Satakunnan tuomiokirja 

 Taivassalon syyskäräjät ja talvikäräjät 1791 

 Ulvilan ja Merikarvian talvikäräjät 1797 

Ylä-Satakunnan tuomiokunnan tuomiokirja 

 Kyrön talvikäräjät 1738 

 Pirkkalan pitäjän ja Messukylän pastoraatin kesä- ja syyskäräjät 1728 

Ylä-Satakunnan ylisen tuomiokunnan tuomiokirja 

Lempäälän sekä Pirkkalan ja Vesilahden Hämeen läänin puoleisten osien 

talvikäräjät 1794 

 Oriveden talvikäräjät 1798 

Pirkkalan, Vesilahden, Ruoveden ja Messukylän syyskäräjät 1792 ja 

talvikäräjät 1793 

 

 Kurt Karlssonin arkisto 

  Handpappersbruksarbetare före 1870 i Finland 

 

 Läänintilit 

Savonlinnan ja Kymenkartanon läänin tilejä  

 Tositekirjat 1726, 1730–1739: Vehkalahden henkikirjat 

Turun ja Porin läänin tilejä 

 Tositekirja 1748: Naantalin henkikirjat 

 Henkikirjat 1755, 1760, 1771, 1774–1787: Naantalin henkikirjat 

 Henkikirjat 1787–1798: Mynämäen henkikirjat 

 

 Naantalin kirkonarkisto 

  Rippikirjat 1746–1769  

  Syntyneet, vihityt ja kuolleet 1728–1809 
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 Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden arkisto (NRA) 

  Perukirjat 

 

 Raastuvanoikeuksien renovoidut tuomiokirjat (–1809) 

  Helsingin kämnerinoikeuden tuomiokirja 1752 

  Loviisan raastuvanoikeuden tuomiokirjat 1749–1750 

  Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden tuomiokirjat 1764–1766, 1772, 1775, 1780, 1781 

  Turun kämnerinoikeuden tuomiokirjat 1709, 1761–1763, 1766–1767 

  Turun raastuvanoikeuden tuomiokirjat 1761 

 

 Riksregistraturet, jäljennös, 1608 

 

 Vaasan hovioikeuden arkisto (VHO) 

  Alistettujen asiain päätöstaltiot 

   Oulun ja Kuopion lääni, Di:20, Di:43 

   Savon ja Karjalan lääni, Di:5 

   Savon ja Kymenkartanon lääni, Di:10 

   Vaasan lääni, Di:42 

 

 Voudintilit 

  Ahvenanmaan voutikuntien tilejä: Kastelholman linnan tilikirja 1559 

Varsinais-Suomen voutikuntien tilejä: Turun linnan tilikirja 1579–1581, 1584, 

1600–1601 

Hämeenlinnan maakunta-arkisto (HMA) [The Provincial Archives of Hämeenlinna] 

 Hämeenlinnan lääninsairaalan arkisto 

  Helsingin hospitaalin tilit 1753–1754 

 

 Porvoon ja Kymin tuomiokunnan arkisto 

  Pernajan käräjäkunnan varsinaisasiain pöytäkirjat 

   Pernajan, Myrskylän ja Lapinjärven pitäjän osan talvikäräjät 1765 

   Pernajan, Myrskylän ja Lapinjärven pitäjän osan talvikäräjät ja 
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 syyskäräjät 1773 

 

 Raaseporin itäisen ja läntisen kihlakunnan tuomiokunnan arkisto 

  Vihdin käräjäkunnan varsinaisasiain pöytäkirjat 

   Vihdin pitäjän ja Pusulan kappelikunnan syyskäräjät 1753 

 

 Sääksmäen alisen tuomiokunnan arkisto 

  Sääksmäen käräjäkunnan varsinaisasiain pöytäkirjat 

   Sääksmäen ja Kalvolan syyskäräjät 1798 

  Sääksmäen käräjäkunnan välikäräjien pöytäkirjat 

   Sääksämäen ylimääräiset käräjät 12.11.1798 

   Tammelan ylimääräiset käräjät 1.–2.10.1798 

  Tammelan käräjäkunnan välikäräjien pöytäkirjat 

   Tammelan ja Someron ylimääräiset käräjät 2.4.1801 

 

 Uudenmaan lääninhallituksen kanslian arkisto (ULka) 

  Kansliakuulustelupöytäkirjat (Kkptk)  

   1746–1777, Ca:1 

   1778–1907, Ca:2 

  Kirjeasiakirjat (Sk), 1730–1815  

  Kirjediaarit 1770, 1806 

  Kirjekonseptit 1805 

 

 Ylä-Satakunnan ylisen tuomiokunnan arkisto I 

  Oriveden käräjäkunnan varsinaisasiain pöytäkirjat 

Oriveden pitäjän ja Ruoveden pitäjän Hämeen läänin puoleisen osan 

talvikäräjät 1793 ja 1798 

Mikkelin maakunta-arkisto (MMA) [The Provincial Archives of Mikkeli]  

 Kymenkartanon lääninhallituksen lääninkanslian arkisto (KLka) 

  Kansliakuulustelupöytäkirjat (Kkptk) 

   1748–1764, vol. 1 

   1791–1804, vol. 3 
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   1804–1809, vol. 4 

  Saapuneet diarioidut kirjeet (Sk), 1748–1760, 1805–1806  

 

 Vanhan Suomen väestö- ja verotusluettelot 

  Viipurin kaupungin verotusluettelot 1798–1811 

  

 Viipurin kuvernementinhallituksen II arkisto 

  Siviiliosaston lähetettyjen kirjeiden diaari 1797 

 

 Viipurin käskynhaltijakunnanhallituksen arkisto 

  Päätöspäiväkirjat 1790 

Turun maakunta-arkisto (TMA) [The Provincial Archives of Turku]  

 Mynämäen seurakunnan arkisto 

  Pitäjän- ja kirkonkokousten pöytäkirjat 1785–1903 

 

 Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden arkisto (NRA) 

  Naantalin raastuvanoikeuden tuomiokirjat  

   1766, Cc:10 

   1770–1774, Cc:12 

   1772–1774, Cc:13 

   1775–1780, Cc:14 

   1783–1785, Cc:16 

  Naantalin maistraatin pöytäkirjat 1780 

Vaasan maakunta-arkisto (VMA) [The Provincial Archives of Vaasa]  

 Etelä-Pohjanmaan tuomiokunnan arkisto 

  Närpiön käräjäkunnan välikäräjien pöytäkirjat 

   Närpiön ylimääräiset käräjät 16.8.1802 

Riksarkivet, Stockholm (RA) [The National Archives of Sweden] 

 Acta miscellanea (Palmskiölds samling), vol. 4 



255 

 

 

 Justitiekanslern -1974 

  Huvudarkivet 1719–1974 

   Inkomna handlingar  

    Fånglistor (E III cc), vol. 221, 230, 238, 328, 343 

 

 Krigshovrätten 

  Huvudarkivet 1791–1949 

   Protokoll och föredragningslistor 

    Huvudserie (A I a), vol. 1 

 

 Kungl. Kommissionen över tabellverket (1756–1858) 

  Tabellverket 1749–1859 

   Inkomna handlingar 

    Folkmängdstabeller (E 3 A), vol. 10 (KA, Mf FR 1645) 

 

 Landshövdingarnas skrivelser till Kungl. Maj:t 

  Kymmenegårds län, vol. 15 (KA, Mf FR 34) 

  Nylands och Tavastehus län, vol. 8, 16, 38, 39  

  (KA, Mf FR 18, FR 20, FR 27, FR 28) 

  Åbo och Björneborgs län, vol. 32 (KA, Mf FR 53) 

  Österbottens län, vol. 10, 17 (KA, Mf FR 64, FR 66) 

Krigsarkivet, Stockholm (KrA) [The Military Archives of Sweden]  

 Generalmönsterrullor 

  Adlercreutzka värvade regementet 1804–1806 (Svensk arkivinformation SVAR) 

Kungliga Vitterhetsakademiens arkiv, Stockholm 

 Ganander, Kristfrid, Undersökning om De så kallade Tattare eller Zigeuner, Cingari, 

 Bohemiens, Deras härkomst, lefnadssätt, språk m. m. samt om, när och hwarest några 

 satt sig ner i Swerige? Till Kongl. Witterhets-Academien i Stockholm inlämnad åhr 

 1780. Handwritten manuscript. 
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Appendix: Translations of historical terminology 

Swedish Finnish English 

backstuguhjon  

befallningsman 

brofogde 

dräng 

församling 

härad 

häradshövding 

inhysing 

kaplan, komminister 

kontingentborgare 

kämnärsrätt 

landbonde 

 

landshövding 

länsman 

magistrat 

piga 

rote 

 

 

rotesoldat 

rusthåll 

 

 

 

rådman 

socken 

spannmålstorpare/ 

brödtorpare 

mäkitupalainen 

kruununvouti 

siltavouti 

renki 

seurakunta 

kihlakunta 

kihlakunnantuomari 

itsellinen/loinen 

kappalainen, komministeri 

kontingenttiporvari 

kämnerinoikeus 

lampuoti 

 

maaherra 

nimismies 

maistraatti 

piika 

ruotu 

 

 

ruotusotilas 

rustholli 

 

 

 

raatimies 

pitäjä 

muonatorppari/ 

muonamies 

tenant labourer 

bailiff 

bridge warden 

farmhand, hired hand 

parish 

jurisdictional district 

district judge 

dependent labourer 

chaplain 

toll burgher 

treasurer’s court 

tenant farmer  

(with full allotment)  

governor 

county bailiff 

town council 

maid 

file (a group of farms which 

equipped a soldier and 

provided a croft for him) 

tenure soldier 

farm that supported a 

cavalryman with his horse 

and equipment in exchange 

for tax exemption 

magistrate 

parish 

tenant labourer 
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tjänstetvång 

torp 

torpare 

 

värvad soldat 

palveluspakko 

torppa 

torppari 

 

värvätty sotilas 

compulsory service 

croft 

tenant farmer  

(with partial allotment) 

enlisted soldier 

 


