The ethnobotany of rye cultivation in Finland and its influence abroad
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A case of domestication of rye (Secale cereale) has probably occurred in the prehistoric Finland, north of the 60th latitude where weedy rye survived after some harsh winters when the winter wheats (Triticum spp.) perished in their tiny fields. The northern environment is known largely to suppress the rachis brittleness in weedy rye as shown by experiments at the stations of the Vavilov Institute in the USSR in the 1920s. Tough rachis was further selected unintentionally by the riihi drying, hitting, threshing and seed cleaning techniques used by the ancient Finns. Partial brittleness still occurs in Finnish landraces. 

The earliest known palaeobotanical proof of rye in Finland was dated to 4120 BP. The sites of the proofs of age 1200 BP or older are shown to be associated with the ice margin eskers (the three Salpausselkäs) up to 600 km long, or some long glaciofluvial eskers, all formed during the Ice Age. The eskers provided suitable sandy soil and natural paths for movement and grain transport. 

The Finns had a special god of rye, Rukiin Jumala or Ronkateus. The riihi drying technique and also in part the Finnic riihi word were widely loaned, appearing among Russians, Latvians, Lithuanians, Belorussians, northern Tatars, Swedes and Norwegians. Ancient Finns grew rye in kaski, ‘slash-and-burn’ land which fortified the harvested grain with good contents of macro and micro elements and, together with the smoky riihi heating before threshing, controlled pests (ergot) and ensured seed longevity. 

The methods used, and the benefits of the seed being transferred from its growing area  to more southern regions, created demand for seed of Finnish rye, oats (Avena sativa) and barley 
(Hordeum vulgare) in foreign markets.The earliest transports of Finnish grain were apparently made by Russian troops returning from their plundering raids, because the raids usually occurred after shortage of food in Novgorod as described in their chronicles since the 1000s. The Lithuanians evidently obtained rye from the Karelians on their raid in about 1065-1085 and as “taxes” since 1333. 


The main destinations of Finnish grain for seed were Estonia, mainland Sweden, Russia and the Baltic ports, from where the Hanseatic League traded seed further to Holland, England, Portugal and Norway. Gotland (in old-Finnish Voijonmaa) was probably the main transit port in the earliest trade. The Finns continuously in the past added various substitutes to their bread to maximize the selling of seed. The Finnish volumetric units for grain were kappa and kylvömitta. In the Middle Ages, the kylvömitta was widely used in the Baltic countries as Külmet, culmet, etc. but equalled much smaller volumes there. 

The general sowing time of winter rye was in June as recorded since the 16th century, but it later shifted to autumn, so that in 1950 only 4.8 % of the winter rye area was sown in June in Finland. Winter rye was often sown in the past together with spring barley, turnip (Brassica rapa), spring oats, buckwheat (Fagopyrum esculentum) or spring rye. The juureinen designation for winter rye was derived from such a seedling stage ‘at the base’ (in Finnish juurella) of another crop. Juureinen was erroneously translated as rotråg (‘root rye’) into Swedish. Spring-habit mutants could be selected in the spring-sown winter rye to make a spring strain. 

In the 1570-1595 war, the Tatars, and in the 1702-1721 and 1741-1743 occupations, the Kalmyk or Zyungory soldiers in the Russian army plundered grain from Finland. These Tatars and Kalmyks were earlier nomadic peoples who gradually adopted field grain growing after these wars. The zyungorka rye, renamed as murav’yóvka in Russia in 1839, was typical Finnish juureinen rye,


probably descended from grain seized by the Zyungory soldiers. 


Starting in 1638, the Finns brought their rye from Finland, and from the areas settled by the “Forest Finns” (also called “Rye Finns”) in Sweden and Norway, to North America. The Finnish provincial rye strains Uusimaa (Nyland, nyulandskaya, Hollola, etc.) and Vaasa (Wasa, vaza, etc.) were much sought-after export varieties for seed in the 18th and 19th centuries. The Finns forcibly transported by Russians to Siberia introduced winter rye to new regions, including some pioneer colonies in Siberia where spring rye was earlier grown regionally, e.g. by the aboriginal Fenno-Ugric Udmurts.  
