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Introduction

Contemporary Finnish Latter-day Saints are used to seeing both positive and 

negative newspaper articles about their church. Up to this point, however, next to nothing is 

known about the public image of Mormonism perpetuated by Finnish media in the eighteen 

hundreds. 

On the one hand, the low amount of published research on early Mormonism in 

Finnish media stems from the lack of scholars of Mormonism and comparative religion 

proficient in the Finnish and Swedish languages, the main languages of Finland. On the 

other hand, the primary sources in this case, i.e. the newspapers, are very plentiful. Thus 

even a preliminary analysis of the source material requires painstaking research in order to 

first find the pertinent articles and notices from the 19th century. 

Recent developments at the Helsinki University Library have brought considerable 

advantages for finding the source material. Funded by the Scandinavian TIDEN-project, the 

University is digitizing all Finnish newspapers from 1771-1890. The project will be finished 

in 2007, and thanks to optical character recognition (OCR), the material in this “Historical 

Newspaper Library” is searchable by keywords. It is thus possible to find information about 

any subject of interest by running queries in the Library database on the internet.1 This brief 

note seeks to raise interest in studying the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints in 

Finland by demonstrating how the Historical Newspaper Library can be used to gather 

information about the earliest mentions of Mormonism in Finnish newspapers. Although it 

took the Mormon church nearly 120 years from its inception to firmly establish itself in 

remote Finland, its image among the Finns was being shaped already during the 1840s.

How should these early newspaper reports be viewed? What were their sources? 

How were American things generally viewed in Finland at the time? When looking at the 

early mentions of Mormonism to be presented below, it must be kept in mind that the 

Finnish newspaper scene was still in its infancy in the 1840s. Activities were increasing, but 

as an example of the state of 19th century Finnish journalism, no foreign correspondents 

were used to get foreign news. Instead, editors used stories from books and from foreign 
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papers originating in places such as Stockholm, St. Petersburg, France, Germany, and 

Belgium, a fact reflected in the term “scissor journalism.”2

There is currently no knowledge of Mormon-related books or magazine articles in 

Finland during the 1840s, and thus the probable source for the Mormon notices are foreign 

newspapers or books. However, source information is often missing and it is thus difficult to 

trace the provenance of the reports that are given in the papers. A general image of the 

United States of America had not been formed in Finland at this early time either, and thus 

it is dangerous to generalize about how Finns of the time felt about American phenomena.3 

Despite these difficulties of interpreting and contextualizing what one is reading, the texts 

do provide an interesting window into some attitudes that early Mormonism encountered.

Calm beginnings

The first Latter-day Saint missionaries to Great Britain arrived in 1837, and their 

doings soon became public knowledge in the rest of Europe. When Finlands Allmänna 

Tidning at the end of 1840 reported news from England, it included a notice about a “new 

dreaming religious sect” that had established itself in some parts of England. The notice 

also shortly described some of the new church’s doctrines:

Their teachings are based, in addition to the Bible, also on the Mormon book. 
Its contents are inscribed on copper plates, and it is said to have been found in 
the inner parts of America … They themselves have been sent into to the world 
to prepare the way for the Son of Man.4



Figure 1. The first known mention of Mormonism in Finland. An excerpt in 
Swedish from Finlands Allmänna Tidning, 23 November 1840, p. 2. Source: 
Helsinki University Library, Historical Newspaper Library.

Finlands Allmänna Tidning was the government’s official paper, and thus it held an 

important place among other papers. It was the largest and most printed paper in the nation 

until the 1840s. Although it had only about 1,000 subscribers, it was still a prestigious 

venue for this short notice of Mormonism’s existence to be published in.5

At the same time many Latter-day Saints in the United States had fled from Missouri 

to Illinois, where the town of Nauvoo was established in 1839. With the blessing of the state 

legislature, a Mormon-dominated military organization called the Nauvoo Legion was 

formed.6 The legion was to be available for both city and state usage, and it is clear that 

many Mormons were happy about its creation. However, the legion also raised suspicion 

and may have been one reason for 1842 comments in Borgå Tidning, a newspaper 

targeted to clergy and teachers.7 Among the news from abroad was the following:

A society of religious dreamers calling itself Mormonites has been formed in 
the latest years in the United States, which has fallen apart into sects. They 
have 100,000 members and a 2,000-man army, a power comparable to the US 
front troops. This state within a state threatens with destruction everything that 
sets itself against it.8

The newspaper also mentioned that ”apostle Joe Smith” had a public discussion with 

an Episcopal minister in June 1842. According to the reporter, thoughtful people saw the 

true nature of the Mormonites, but he acknowledged that the Mormonites had gained new 

followers due to the publicity that the matter had gathered. The scary membership statistic 

was contradicted by the same paper the next year on June 25th. At that time the newspaper 

said there are 12,000 Mormons. The same was reported by Helsingfors Morgonblad on 

August 21st. 

The genesis of oppositional writing

These four references to Mormonism by the end of 1842 were with some 

qualifications largely neutral and did not go into details. However, Borgå Tidning 

accelerated the pace in August 1845, when it used a lot of space to cover issues related to 

Mormonism. The subject was thought to be so important that it was dealt with in just over 



four pages, more than half the space available in two consecutive issues. This two-part 

article may be thought of as the genesis of anti-Mormon writing in Finland. 

It is, perhaps, significant that this two-part article would appear in Borgå Tidning 

instead of some other paper. Founded in 1838, the paper’s central audience was the clergy 

of the Lutheran church’s Borgå diocese,9 and thus it covered more religious items than 

most other Finnish newspapers of the day. It had only a little less than 500 subscribers. 

When considering the type of the audience, however, the impact of this negative article was 

arguably quite significant, because it was read by important opinion-makers of the day 

within the field of religion. Considering the venue it is perhaps not completely surprising that 

the coverage of Mormonism would be negative.10

The presentation was titled “The Mormons, an armed religious sect in the United 

States.”11 The narrative began with a description of a recent religious scam enacted in the 

state of New York. Ministers of a certain church had been preaching sermons of both 

encouraging and “hellfire-and-damnation” content. In order to remove all doubt in the minds 

of their hearers, the ministers had promised that angels would appear to the believers:

And – oh wonder! – barely had these prophetic words sunk down into 
them, when two citizens of another world, clothed in white, hovered 
with their shiny wings on the other side of the river … A rumor of this 
miracle spread like lightning, and on the next day thousands of new 
listeners and spectators streamed to the venue. Neither of the high 
beings declined to appear to the multitude of people that day either. 
But who could describe the disappointment of the believers, when the 
angels on the third day came out of the forest again, but escorted by 
some other “emissaries,” tough policemen. They were imprisoned for 
their deceit.

Having thus set the stage and biased the minds of the readers, the writer noted that 

a larger and more important scam had entered the stage. The paper reported that “a 

certain Josef Smith” had appeared in Ohio some years ago and described briefly a few 

pieces of Mormon history. The Nauvoo temple and its proxy baptisms were also mentioned. 

For example, an older man was said to have accepted baptism in behalf of some celebrities 

and earlier presidents of the United States. The writer thought this was “a pretty clever way 

to realize fast and glorious growth in the sect’s membership rolls,” seemingly unaware that 

proxy baptisms did not affect the membership numbers of the Mormon church. In addition, 

the paper informed its readers that Mormons exhibited blind obedience towards their 

prophet, and that their status as Christians was questionable. The article also mentioned 



the attempted assassination of Missouri governor Lilburn W. Boggs and suspicions 

regarding Joseph Smith having something to do with it.12

 

Figure 2. The beginnings of oppositional writing, calling Mormonism a “fraud.” 
An excerpt in Swedish from Borgå Tidning, 20 August 1845, p. 2. Source: 
Helsinki University Library, Historical Newspaper Library.

Because the year was 1845, the news about Joseph Smith’s death had made it to 

Europe. Borgå Tidning presented, perhaps based on rumors, a very interesting account of 

Smith’s death. When Joseph Smith, his brother, and two friends were in Carthage jail, the 

newspaper said that:

... a Mormon, more courageous than the others, tried to break into 
the prison unnoticed despite the heavy guarding. When he 
encountered resistance, he fired his pistol at the head of a militia 
member. Thus the sign for a general battle had been given.

Joseph Smith and his brother Hyrum are then told to have fired a few shots from the 

prison window and to have tried to escape through the window during a general confusion.

But hardly had they prepared to do this, when the militia noticed their 
plans and sent them a rain of balls, so that they, hit by hundreds of 
balls, fell down from high up.



The article also mentioned that Joseph’s and Hyrum’s brother Samuel Smith had 

become the new prophet of the Mormons in the beginning of July 1844. 

Towards the end, the reporter took issue with the contents of the Book of Mormon, 

saying that the Mormons “put aside our holy scripture as the source of revelation, taking in 

its stead their prophet’s bible and that book’s revelations.” Especially the writer criticizes the 

Book of Mormon for saying that “our Savior would be born of Mary, in Jerusalem.” The 

words “at” (which the passage in Alma 7:10 in reality uses) and “in” can in one sense be 

translated in the same way into Swedish, and it is thus not clear if the article’s original writer 

has actually misread the text or not. The article ends with a summary dismissal saying that 

a multitude of “equally clear” arguments could be presented against Mormonism, that “most 

shameless fraud.”

In 1849, Helsingfors Tidningar described the gold-digging circumstances of 

California.13 The paper said that a “notorious Mormon sect” was active in the neighborhood, 

and this was a reason for fearing “bloody conflicts.” This particular newspaper was read 

mostly in the Helsinki area and in southern Finland, and by the end of the 1840s it had 

become the largest paper of the country, with a subscriber base of about 1,100.14 Although 

the depiction of the Mormons is not very charitable, it was buried within a larger article and 

its negative effect should probably not be exaggerated.

When thinking of the article’s depiction of gold-mining Mormons, though, it is ironic 

that the gold rush began in earnest only after a Mormon in San Francisco went public with 

the knowledge of gold finds.15 In fact, just a couple of weeks earlier, the government-

sanctioned Finlands Allmänna Tidning said that the Mormons had spread knowledge of a 

gold find.16

According to current knowledge, there was no Mormon news related to Scandinavia 

in Finnish newspapers in the 1840s. Most probably this has to do with the fact that Mormon 

missionaries had not yet arrived in Scandinavia. Some people of Scandinavian origin did 

join the Mormons in the United States already during that decade, but the Mormon church 

itself took the next decisive step towards Finland in 1849. This was when Brigham Young 

called Erastus Snow and Peter Hansen to open the Scandinavian mission.17

Future work

Since the formation of the Finnish mission of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-

day Saints in 1947, newspaper articles have been collected by the mission office and 



Mormon Church Public Affairs, sometimes with the help of media-observing companies. 

The clippings are available at the Finnish Historical Archive of the LDS Church in 

Hämeenlinna, Finland. The number of available clippings from 1946 forward number far 

over 1,000, but to date, very little work on them has been made.18 Newspaper clippings are 

also available at the Finland Helsinki mission office and at LDS Church Archives in Salt 

Lake City, Utah.

The clippings come from both secular and sectarian sources and deal with issues 

such as LDS missionary basketball teams, Mormon doctrines from Lutheran or Evangelical 

Protestant viewpoints, United States ambassadors to Finland who were Mormon, “atrocity 

stories” by former Latter-day Saints, accounts of conferences, general articles about the 

church, interviews of missionaries, information about temple work and the Helsinki temple, 

etc. Although a lot of neutral and positive articles have appeared, the Mormon church to 

this day has a problem with its image in Finnish media. 

These newer clippings along with the hundreds of 19th-century articles that have 

recently become easily available form an interesting field for studying the reactions of the 

religiously very homogeneous Finnish society to Mormonism. What impact have these 

articles had on Mormonism in Finland? How consistent with reality is the image of 

Mormonism given in these articles? One especially interesting venue of study utilizing the 

new digital library would be the newspaper recitals and descriptions of early Mormon 

missionary activities in Finland between 1875 and 1890, because comparative material is 

available in the Scandinavian mission’s manuscript history. 

The study of Mormonism in Finland and of international Mormonism in general is still 

in its infancy, but sources are increasingly becoming available. Although the lack of 

knowledge of foreign languages may be an obstacle for many, it can only be hoped that 

more academics and other people will become interested in studying Mormonism’s story in 

and relationship with its numerous host countries. The acculturation processes and the 

reactions of the host countries will shed valuable light on the future of Mormonism, as it 

continues to spread into non-US areas. In these studies, newspaper articles will continue to 

be an invaluable resource as a window into ordinary people’s minds.
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