HUNTING SEALS
– Stories from Skären, the Maritime Museum on the Net


Do you know how to use a nail marker? Why should you always take your seal spear with you out on the ice? Do you need a good recipe for “filbunke”? The answers to these – and many other – questions can be found in Skären – a Museum on the Net. In Skären you will meet the Sjöberg family, living in the Ostrobothnian archipelago in the beginning of the 20th century. By following the family in their everyday chores you will learn more about fishing, seal hunting, boat building and the lives of the children. The museum is built up around six themes, each shedding light on certain aspects of life in the archipelago through photographs, films and stories.
This exhibition concentrates on one of the themes, namely seal hunting – previously an important source of income for archipelago families. Photographs and artefacts will give you an insight into traditional seal hunting. All the photographs and artefacts are displayed also in Skären, the Museum on the Net. You can visit the museum either through the computer in the exhibition room or by scanning the QR code. 
This exhibition has been produced by KulturÖsterbotten / the Museilotsen project in co-operation with the associations behind the Skären Museum and the municipality of Mustasaari.

















Seal hunting
Seal hunting was a significant means of livelihood for the archipelago inhabitants. The seals provided skin and blubber, which was boiled into train oil. The skin and the oil were sold, and seal meat was considered a delicacy. Seal hunting was commonly practised in the Kvarken region.
Spring was the main sealing season. In February‒March, when the cubs were born, hunting parties of five‒eight men ventured out into the vast icy expanses on hunting expeditions that could last for several weeks, sometimes for as long as three months. During the expeditions, special seal hunting boats served as basecamps for the men. A successful hunting party could bring back more than one hundred seals that had been shot during one single expedition.
Seal hunting out on the ice was a dangerous enterprise. The ice floe might break up or a storm might take the hunting party by surprise. Sometimes an entire hunting party vanished without trace and no one ever knew what became of the men. Due to the ever-changing ice and weather conditions, the sealing expeditions often took longer than planned. However, seal hunting and the income it brought were so important to the archipelago inhabitants that the hunters went out every year, regardless of the dangers.




















The crucial role of women
It was paramount that the seal hunter had enough food on an expedition. The provisions had to last for several weeks, and sometimes for as long as three months. If the weather turned bad, it might not be possible for the seal hunting party to return home as planned. 
Preparations were made over the year. The butter was churned, the special cheese – known in some parts of the English-speaking world as Finnish squeaky cheese – was made, and the bread was baked. It was the mistress of the house who was responsible for planning and preparing the provisions. Warm mittens and socks were knitted using homemade wool yarn – sheared, carded and spun by the womenfolk. Almost every year the seal-hunter needed a new white hunting suit as well. When the menfolk were out hunting seals, the women stayed at home, taking care of the farm, the children and the animals – and worrying about the men alone out there on the vast and dangerous icy expanses. 






















Seal Hunting in Modern Days
Until 1975, a premium was paid for shooting seals. When the premium was abolished, seal hunting lost some of its popularity. Still, the seal population continued to decline, partly due to environmental pollution. In the 1980’s, seal hunting was banned in Finland.
In 1998, the population of grey seals had recovered somewhat and a minor hunting quota was set. In 2011, the ringed seal was reintroduced as a game species, but hunting was allowed only on the basis of actual damages caused by the seals. As of 2015, a special hunting licence suffices for hunting ringed seals.
The annual hunting quota for seals in the three population management areas in Finland is set by the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry. During the hunting year 2019–2020 (1 August 2019 – 31 July 2020), 311 ringed seals of a regional quota of 325 were shot in the population management area of the Bothnian Bay–Kvarken, stretching from Kristiinankaupunki in the south to Kemi in the north. During the same period 58 grey seals were shot. The regional grey seal quota for the Bothnian Bay–Kvarken area was 350, the national quota totalling 1050. Today, there are a few hundred active seal hunters in the region. The grey seal and the ringed seal are protected from 1 January - 15 April (closed season). 
As of 2015, a regulation of the European Parliament prohibits the placing of seal products (meat, train oil, skin) on the EU market. Personal use, however, is allowed.
Source: Game Manager Stefan Pellas, Finnish Wildlife Agency, region of Coastal Ostrobothnia 
The Finnish Wildlife Agency’s Seal Hunting Instruction Video (in Swedish)
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The photographs were taken on seal hunting expeditions in 1998–2006. The men in the photographs are Kurt Björklund, Kalle Holm, Walther Nissas, Gustav Rönn, Ragnvald Rönn and Lars Snickars.
The expeditions, taking the hunters north from the Kvarken to the Raahe area, were made in April–May and lasted for six or seven days each. Normally, 5–12 seals were shot during an expedition, and the meat was for private use only. 
Photographers: Gustav Rönn and Walther Nissas. The photographs belong to Gustav Rönn.





The exhibition was produced by the Granösund Fishing Museum / Daniel Beijar, the Kvarken Boat Museum / Göran Strömfors and the Museilotsen project / Eva-Marie Backnäs in co-operation with the municipality of Mustasaari. The artefacts displayed in the exhibition belong to the Kvarken Boat Museum and the Granösund Fishing Museum.
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