
400
STORIES
PROJECT
GLOUCESTERMA400.ORG

Kalle (Charles) Savinen
Community and Cultural Leader 

 on Cape Ann

by Sandra Seppala Jamieson  
and Laurie Jamieson



FOREWORD

This story was written by Kalle (Charles) Savinen’s granddaughter 

Sandra Seppala Jamieson and great-granddaughter Laurie Jamieson. 

Kalle Charles Savinen lived from 1885 to 1961.

ON THE COVER

Charles Savinen, circa 1950s.



2023 - 400 STORIES PROJECT OF GLOUCESTER400+™ - PLEASE REQUEST PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE 3

Kalle (Charles) Savinen
Community and Cultural Leader on Cape Ann
BY SANDRA SEPPALA JAMIESON AND LAURIE JAMIESON

Born in 1885, Kalle (Charles) Savinen was 18 in 1903 

when he left Kangasala Parish near Tampere, Finland 

for America. The oldest of three brothers whose fa-

ther had died young, Kalle left Finland to pursue new 

opportunities in America. Upon his arrival, he looked 

for work in Fitchburg, Massachusetts. Unable to find 

work there, he arrived on Cape Ann, having heard 

that jobs could be found in the local quarries. It is said 

that Charles walked the entire way from Fitchburg to 

Gloucester. He slept outside and in the barns of Finn-

ish farmers along the way. Charles found work in the 

quarries on Cape Ann and for a brief time in Bethel, 

Vermont, where he married a fellow Lanesville resi-

dent Maria Koivisto in 1906. They celebrated the birth 

of their only child, Ellen Savinen, in 1907.

Charles was a quarryman when quarry work was 

hard and dangerous, and there were no protections 

for workers. They worked long hours for little pay, lost 

limbs, contracted lung diseases, and many died as a 

result of unsafe conditions. Charles himself suffered 

from injuries he sustained when powder he had set did 

not ignite and upon reinspection, exploded in his face. He was saved only by a heavy woolen 

sweater that had been knitted for him by his wife, Maria. Such accidents were common, and 

for Charles, it meant that his only daughter would be forced to give up her dreams of a college 

education and a career as a physical education teacher. The family instead used the funds for 

her schooling to pay Charles’ medical expenses. For the remainder of his life, he bore the red-

dish scars of the accident on his face.

Charles and Maria outside the Savinen family 
home at 1152 Washington Street, Lanesville, 1931.
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Charles became a leader of the Quarry Workers 

International Union to fight for the rights of his 

fellow workers. In 1911, during a Union strike, he 

faced the threat that the quarry owners would en-

gage guards known as Special Policemen who 

were armed with Springfield rifles to subdue the 

striking workers. Such men were known as “Labor 

Adjusters” and described by their employer as 

“big men thoroughly experienced and familiar 

with strike troubles.”1 To avoid having the situation 

escalate to violence, Charles worked with other 

Union representatives, Finnish and non-Finnish, 

to negotiate a settlement with both the Rockport 

Granite Company and the Pigeon Hill Granite 

Company. The settlement provided for an 8-hour 

work day, overtime pay, and increased wages.2

Charles was not generally talkative, but when he spoke, he spoke about issues that mattered 

to him, and people listened. He was not a political activist, but he cared for the health and 

well-being of his community and took actions consistent with his beliefs. Charles fought against 

unfair work conditions and spoke and wrote against the “evils of drink.” He was the proud 

director of the Eastern Temperance League and often spoke at Temperance Society meetings, 

including at the Valon Leimu—the temperance hall in Rockport. Although Charles enjoyed 

watching sports events on television in his later years, he was known to turn off a broadcast in 

disgust if it was sponsored by a beer company. 

Charles believed strongly in the value of exercise and was an instructor and participant in track 

and field events at Wainola Hall, a temperance hall in Lanesville. In the early 1930s, Charles 

could be found at the Wainola Hall teaching gymnastic classes to young people, counting 

1 Letter to Rockport Granite Co. from Bergoff Bros., March 4, 1911. Harvard Business School. Baker Library 
Historical Collections.

2 Massachusetts Annual Report of the State Board of Arbitration and Conciliation for the Year Ending De-
cember 31, 1911 (on file at the Harvard Business School).

Letter to Rockport Granite Co. from Bergoff Bros.,  
March 4, 1911. Harvard Business School.  

Baker Library Historical Collections.
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out the exercises in Finnish. A banner 

for the Wainola Hall Track and Field 

Team that bears the word “MULLIS-

TUS” in Finnish—translated as “REV-

OLUTION” in English—was given to 

Charles and is now in the permanent 

collection of the Finlandia Founda-

tion in Houghton, Michigan. 

In 1952, Charles had an opportunity 

to return to Finland. For the first time, 

the greatest sporting event of all was 

held in Helsinki, and Charles attend-

ed the Summer Olympics and stayed 

in Finland through late November to visit with distant cousins and friends. He was very proud 

that despite his long absence from Finland, those with whom he met called him ‘Herra,’ an hon-

orific in recognition of his fluency in Finnish. He was particularly pleased to have been asked 

to speak at the 50th reunion in Finland of a group of men who had left in 1902, even though 

he himself had left Finland a year later.

Charles continued to speak and write in Finnish throughout his life, believing it to be the most 

exact and elegant of languages. Unlike English, words in Finnish have a specific, nuanced 

meaning that can describe things precisely. Charles spoke and recorded his thoughts in his na-

tive tongue in a style that could be described as almost poetic. As evidence of his skill with the 

written word, Charles wrote many articles in Finnish, which were published in the New Yorkin 

Uutiset, the Finnish New York News. He also insisted that little Sandra, his granddaughter, 

speak only Finnish with him. Sandra (Seppala Jamieson) remembers that as a young girl, she 

once informed her grandfather that she had fallen on her way home, using the Finnish verb 

“putosi” only to have her grandfather reply with irritation, “Ei! (No!) Kaattu.” Reminding her 

that putosi meant “to fall from a high place” while kaattu meant “to trip.”  

Charles believed in the mental and physical cleansing power of ‘sauna.’ Every Saturday he 

could be found on the top row—in the hottest spot—saying, “lisää löyly!” (more steam)! He was 

Wainola Hall Track & Field team, c. 1920s. Charles is third from left.
The “M” represents “Mullistus” (Revolution).
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a lifelong gardener, was known for his Kentucky 

Wonder pole beans, and even spread chicken 

manure over his entire front yard despite the smell 

to get the grass to grow. When he retired from the 

granite industry, he worked in Gloucester for Corl-

iss Brothers as a landscaper, claiming that he could 

not work in an office after so many years of be-

ing outside. In his work as a landscaper, Charles 

befriended many artists and well-known Glouces-

ter residents, among them the sculptors George 

Demetrios and Paul Manship. He could often be 

found discussing serious matters with them in the 

haze of sauna steam. A bronze bust of Charles, 

sculpted by George Demetrios in 1953, is in the 

permanent collection of the Cape Ann Museum. 

Charles was also a leader in the Lutheran Church, 

Suomi Synod, having served as Chairman, Vice 

Chairman, Trustee, and Deacon of St. Paul Lutheran Church in Lanesville (locally referred to 

as “the old Finn Church”). As a leader of the Church and despite his love of the Finnish lan-

guage, he was instrumental in the Church’s evolution from a faith community serving only Finn-

ish-speaking congregants to one that embraced the English language and the broader com-

munity. His forward-looking approach sometimes upset his supporters. In the 1950s, when 

Charles advocated for English language services, a congregant struck him with an umbrella. 

Eventually, religious services were offered in English, and the Church continues today. Charles’ 

written history of the Lutheran Church in Lanesville is now in the permanent collection of the 

Finlandia Foundation in Houghton, Michigan.

As a grandfather, father, and husband, Charles Savinen was present and thoughtful. While 

Sandra’s parents were occupied with serving their country in the U.S. Coast Guard and on the 

home front during World War II, Charles helped raise his granddaughter, often taking her to 

pick blueberries in the wilds of Dogtown. He was well ahead of his time as a progressive leader 

in his faith community, a powerful, vocal advocate for people victimized by their employers 

A bronze bust of Charles, 
sculpted by George Demetrios in 1953
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and those vulnerable to addiction. Charles appreciated the value of healthy sports and the 

importance of the natural environment. He embraced all that America offered him while pre-

serving the best of his native Finnish culture and language. 

Charles died in 1961, a proud American citizen. Once, his granddaughter asked for whom he 

had voted in an election. He replied, “I don’t have to tell you, this is America.”
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