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T H E ALTAR STONE 
B y H a n n u R a i t t i l a 

T r a n s l a t e d b y . O w e n F. W i t e s m a n 2 0 0 3 

a v i n e n sputtered something and H e i k u r a t o l d h i m to speak c lear ly . 
I have to get to K i k k e l n i e m i , he said i n a l o u d voice and began to stare o u t the 
side w i n d o w i n t o the spruce forest. 

The trees swayed i n d i f f e rent direct ions . T w o squirre ls r a n u p a m o s s y t r u n k a n d 
leapt to the branch of a n e i g h b o r i n g spruce one r i g h t after the other. The b r a n c h b o w e d 
deeply, b u t the squirre ls stayed o n board. They m u s t have a lo t o f pract ica l k n o w l e d g e 
i n their heads about the strength and elast ic i ty properties of d i f f e r e n t branches. 

The last t i m e they stopped the car i n the m i d d l e of an in tersec t ion . Savinen had de­
m a n d e d that we t u r n t o w a r d J y v a s k y l a . 

H e i k u r a stuck to t a k i n g the h i g h w a y that leads to M i k k e l i . L a i n e sat b e h i n d the 
whee l . He was amazed that the m e n were already disagreeing about the d e s t i n a t i o n . A 
m o m e n t ago they were a r g u i n g about the route to d r i v e there. 

Savinen shouted, was i t so m u c h to ask that we d r i v e past h is o l d s u m m e r cab in . 
La ine a n d I d i d n ' t say a n y t h i n g , b u t H e i k u r a announced that w e were o n the w a y to h is 
cabin i n A n t t o l a , a n d that y o u d r i v e there t h r o u g h M i k k e l i . You can't get there b y a n y 
other route , unless y o u t u r n at K o u v o l a and d r i v e a r o u n d Saimaa o n the s o u t h side 
t h r o u g h Lappeenranta and Imatra and P u u m a l a . 

H e i k u r a had s u m m e r sheep o n the i s l a nd his cabin was o n . H i s w i f e had got ten 
t h e m . The l i t t l e lambs w o u l d m a k e the c h i l d r e n happy, and as the sheep grazed freely 
they w o u l d keep the is land's t r a d i t i o n a l landscape i n order. The sheep w o u l d also take 
care of f o o d scraps. His w i f e made i t a l l s o u n d u s e f u l and pract ica l . Even so, she ended 
u p h a v i n g to v i g o r o u s l y sweet - ta lk the skeptical H e i k u r a . A t the b e g i n n i n g of the 
s u m m e r Heikura ' s k i d s managed to take care of the sheep, c a r r y i n g t h e m bread crusts 
and even fresh bread, so that H e i k u r a ended up h a v i n g to d r i v e by m o t o r b o a t to the 
v i l l a g e to get bread f r o m the store for the people, because i t had a l l gone i n t o the 
m o u t h s n l the sheep. 
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A f t e r m i d s u m m e r the sheep started to go w i l d and w o u l d n ' t let themselves be 
caught a n y m o r e . N o w that f a l l had come we had to d r i v e the l o t of t h e m i n t o a corner 
o f the p e n i n s u l a , shoot them there and slaughter them. 

H e i k u r a t o l d us that the sheep had been so tame at the b e g i n n i n g of the s u m m e r 
that they w o u l d even go ins ide the cabin. The f i r s t to get a n n o y e d w i t h t h e m was H e i -
kura ' s w i f e , whose p e r e n n i a l beds and herb garden had been destroyed o n account of 
the sheep's free graz ing . 

The sheep were f i n a l l y scared o f f w h e n H e i k u r a h i m s e l f f o u n d one of t h e m l y i n g i n 
the bed i n the b e d r o o m . H e i k u r a said that he threw the f i r s t t h i n g that f o u n d its w a y 
i n t o h is h a n d at the a n i m a l , w h i c h happened to be a hatchet l e a n i n g against the door ­
f r a m e . H e i k u r a d r o v e the sheep i n t o the woods b e l l o w i n g a n d c l a p p i n g his hands a n d 
a l w a y s d i d so i f they b r o u g h t their b lea t ing anywhere near the y a r d . 

The squi r re l s darted d o w n the spruce t r u n k , r a n across the g r o u n d for a m o m e n t 
a n d c l i m b e d u p a tree again. I t was the same spruce they had j u m p e d f r o m o n t o the one 
they j u s t came d o w n . Savinen stared at us w i t h his j a w set. He w i p e d his face a n d neck 
w i t h h is p a l m . 

M e a n d H e i k u r a were p u s h i n g Savinen a r o u n d so m u c h his head was g l o w i n g . W e 
laughed a n d Savinen started l a u g h i n g too. 

"Fuck! " H e i k u r a slapped h i m o the back of the head a n d the matter was settled. 
M e a n d H e i k u r a chatted together about h o w n o w it 's the weekend, a n d as free m e n 

w e can go precisely wherever we please. Laine checked the m a p a n d said that a l i t t l e 
before Otava w e t u r n to the west. Savinen let out an i n v o l u n t a r y sob a n d o n t o p of i t 
he laughed a l o n g w i t h the others again. 

I t was l i k e Savinen was feverish. The w h o l e t i m e he described w h a t a l l was a l o n g 
th is side r o a d that we were g o i n g d o w n . Savinen said he had d r i v e n this r o a d a few too 
m a n y t imes . He c l a i m e d he k n e w every t u r n . N o one doubted w h a t Savinen said. He 
gave a detai led account of the course of the road l i k e a r a l l y navigator . 

W e d r o v e past Savinen's o l d cabin perfectly s l o w l y . The n e w residents were i n the 
y a r d p l a y i n g b a d m i n t o n . The w i n d b l e w the b i r d i e so that the player o n the u p w i n d 
side h i t over the back l i n e the w h o l e t i m e and the one p l a y i n g o n the d o w n w i n d side 
i n t o the net. The w i n d seemed to be t reat ing b o t h sides pret ty f a i r l y . Savinen watched it 
a l l , b i t h i s k n u c k l e a n d s w a l l o w e d . 

"They've k n o c k e d d o w n the f lag pole ! " Savinen b o u n d e d out of the car a n d t o o k o f f 
f o r the cab in . La ine r a n after h i m and dragged h i m back i n t o the car. Savinen couldn ' t 
do a n y t h i n g about i t . He came a l o n g under Laine's a r m l i k e a l i t t l e boy. La ine squeezed 
h i m i n t o the back seat, t u r n e d o n the door's c h i l d lock and t o o k o f f d r i v i n g so thai 
grave l f l e w i n t o the undercarriage and up b o t h sides of the car. The b a d m i n t o n players ' 
heads t u r n e d . The server forgot h is racquet gripped between his t h u m b and foref inger at 
shoulder height . 

W e c l i m b e d , a lmost c r a w l i n g o n a l l fours up the r o c k y m o u n t a i n s i d e . Savinen went 
o n s a y i n g that he o w e d this to h imse l f , because he had never c l imbed up to the huge 
g lac ia l b o u l d e r that was o n top of the m o u n t a i n , w h i c h he had become used to l o o k i n g 
at o n l y f r o m the lake side since he was a l i t t l e boy. 

Savinen was already a good w a y ahead. At the ear he had set his compass in the d i 
rec t ion to the boulder marked on the base map, I lei k m a wondered what we Owed Si 
v i n e n that we had to ( l i m b the s p n u e choked, io< ky '.lope to look .u some i<>< k, CVCn >l 
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i t was a b i g one. La ine asked H e i k u r a i f i t had been necessary to go t a l k i n g about the 
u n i t i n g effect of w o r k o n m e n to Savinen, w h o had been u n e m p l o y e d f o r a l m o s t a 
year. 

Savinen w a i t e d o n a f a l l e n tree t r u n k . W e sat d o w n a n d Savinen t h a n k e d La ine 
again, w h o hadn' t let h i m go s t ick his foot i n i t at K i k k e l n i e m i . 

Savinen had expla ined after l e a v i n g the cab in h o w he a n d h is father chopped d o w n 
the f lagpole t w e n t y - e i g h t years ago. I t was carr ied o u t o f the forest b y h a n d , d r i e d , 
smoothed d o w n a n d stained f o u r t imes . W h i l e La ine h i t the gas, H e i k u r a kept l o o k i n g 
o u t the back w i n d o w at the s m a l l a n d u n f o r t u n a t e - l o o k i n g cab in that n o one seemed to 
have the means to renovate or i n s t a l l e lectr ic i ty i n . Heirs a l w a y s end u p h a v i n g to sel l 
those k i n d s of places cheaply, s ixties-era s u m m e r cabins o n the bad shores of s m a l l 
lakes. I was a f r a i d H e i k u r a w o u l d open his m o u t h a n d say s o m e t h i n g . 

" W h y d i d y o u chop d o w n the flagpole?" 
" W e d i d n ' t chop i t d o w n , we p u t i t u p . " 
"You j u s t sa id that y o u chopped the f lagpole d o w n w i t h y o u r d a d . " 
"Sure, w e chopped d o w n a p ine tree." 
" G o d d a m n y o u ! " 
"Sort o f a y o u n g p ine . They are the ones that chopped the f lagpole d o w n . " 
" N o w shut y o u r traps b o t h of y o u and Savinen go o n w i t h y o u r s t o r y . " 
" I was f i f t e e n . " 
" H o w can he c o n t i n u e the s tory w i t h h is t rap shut?" 
La ine ordered t h e m to shut up again a n d n o w H e i k u r a quie ted d o w n . Savinen had 

been a n adolescent b o y at the t i m e of the c o n s t r u c t i o n of the f lagpole a n d remembered 
the event v i v i d l y . I t had r e m a i n e d i n h is m e m o r y as s o m e t h i n g that u n i t e d father a n d 
son i n that d i f f i c u l t stage of his g r o w t h . 

"Sorry . " H e i k u r a t o o k Savinen b y the shoulders a n d said that n o t h i n g uni tes m e n 
l i k e w o r k done together. Savinen asked i f H e i k u r a was y a n k i n g h is c h a i n . 

N o w Savinen w e n t o f f b l a t h e r i n g a n d p o i n t i n g w i t h h is h a n d . The b o u l d e r that w e 
were c l i m b i n g towards was supposedly a sacr i f i c ia l a l tar o f the ancient F i n n s . Boaters 
even traveled a l o n g distance to come see i t . The b o u l d e r was a t i m e - h o n o r e d l a n d m a r k 
of water travelers . 

Savinen t o l d h o w his father had taught h i m to a l w a y s keep i n m i n d where the al tar 
stone was located, because i t was v i s i b l e f r o m every open part of the lake . I f y o u kept 
that clear i n y o u r m i n d y o u c o u l d n ' t get lost i n these parts . Savinen p u t his forearms 
o n top of each other a n d p o i n t e d at the spruce forest i n opposite d i rec t ions w i t h h is 
fore f ingers . 

"You take a cross bear ing l i k e t h i s . " 
W e c o u l d n ' t seem to f i n d the altar stone b y a n y means, even t h o u g h w e spread o u t 

i n an open l i n e a n d d r e w a c o r d o n a long, s t a y i n g w i t h i n s h o u t i n g distance of each 
other. Savinen was i n the center w i t h the m a r c h i n g compass as the p o i n t m a n . He 
measured o u r progress i n paces a n d c o m m a n d e d the c o l u m n to s h i f t b y i ts l e n g t h to the 
r i g h t . W e t u r n e d a n d combed the n e i g h b o r i n g g r i d square b y w a l k i n g i n the opposite 
d i r e c t i o n . 

H e i k u r a s u d d e n l y t u r n e d i n the opposite d i r e c t i o n . He l i f t e d h is knees v i o l e n t l y a n d 
he ld a make-bel ieve r i f l e i n f r o n t w i t h s traight arms . H i s eyes s p u n m i n d l e s s l y , a l ­
t h o u g h otherwise the m a n was serious and stared s t i f f - j a w e d l i k e a soldier . Savinen 
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checked his compass a n d t o o k reference p o i n t s f r o m the t e r r a i n . He d i d n ' t not ice H e i -
kura 's s c rewing a r o u n d . 

H e i k u r a t o o k o f f i n h i s pecul iar m a r c h i n the other d i r e c t i o n and opened his t r o u ­
sers. He ye l l ed he was g o i n g to piss a n d i n t e n d e d to check whether there were a n y 
chanterelles i n the h o l l o w . Soon H e i k u r a appeared o n top of a rock a n d ye l led that 
there w a s n ' t a n y h o l l o w b e h i n d i t , b u t ins tead a c l i f f a n d the al tar stone s t a n d i n g o n 
the edge of the c l i f f . 

The boulder was t a l l c o n s i d e r i n g i ts w i d t h . I t resembled a wedge-nosed d e l i v e r y v a n 
that has been dropped headf i rs t o n t o the g r o u n d a n d then le f t s t a n d i n g i n that p o s i t i o n , 
rear b u m p e r t o w a r d s the s k y . 

Everyone was of the o p i n i o n that the rock was q u i t e a freak of nature . Savinen 
thought that i t m u s t have caused fear a n d reverence i n the ancient F i n n s a n d maybe 
i n s p i r e d art ists w h o had gazed u p o n i t f r o m the lake be low. 

Savinen compared m o d e r n F i n n s to o u r ancient fore-fathers . I n his o p i n i o n w e had 
a l l t u r n e d i n t o c o m f o r t - s e e k i n g crybabies w h o d i d n ' t k n o w h o w to w o r k a n y m o r e a n d 
b y so d o i n g arrange w o r k f o r other F i n n s too . A n d here he was, a t r a i n e d engineer w h o 
had been t o t a l l y u n e m p l o y e d f o r m o n t h s , a person w i l l i n g to w o r k . Savinen asked i f 
we c o u l d guess h o w i t fe l t f o r a m a n w h o had spent h i s l i f e i n the bust le o f w o r k to 
loaf about i n forced i n a c t i v i t y . 

Savinen said that w h e n he w a l k e d d o w n the street every day he calculated i n h is 
head the r o o f strengths of b u i l d i n g s a n d the o p t i m a l spans of bridges, w h a t k i n d s of 
static and d y n a m i c loads s tructures c o u l d tolerate, w i n d force, wet s n o w a n d other 
stresses. Savinen e x p l a i n e d that's h o w he kept u p h is profess iona l s k i l l s . 

" W e d o n ' t r e a l l y have a n y t h i n g other t h a n th is k n o w - h o w . " 
" W e who?" 
" O u r educat ion s y s t e m is the t o p i n the w o r l d . " 
"Hey g u y s . . . " H e i k u r a , w h o had c l i m b e d o n top of the altar, ye l led that i t m o v e d . 
A t f i r s t H e i k u r a a n d Savinen r o c k e d the stone, s h o u t i n g r h y t h m i c a l l y . They f o u n d 

that the boulder d i d indeed m o v e , b u t n o t so m u c h that i t w o u l d have gone o u t of b a l ­
ance. Savinen started c a l c u l a t i n g i ts mass d i s t r i b u t i o n a n d center of g r a v i t y . 

He c irc led the al tar stone, o b s e r v i n g i t f r o m d i f f e r e n t sides, sketched the boulder 's 
shape i n t o h is n o t e b o o k a n d t o o k sight measurements . A f t e r p u n c h i n g i t i n t o h i s 
pocket calculator , Savinen a n n o u n c e d that the boulder 's v o l u m e was about ten cubic 
meters a n d thus i ts mass some t h i r t y t h o u s a n d k i l o s . A n d most i m p o r t a n t l y — S a v i n e n 
t o o k his r e a d i n g glasses f r o m h is h e a d — i t was possible to t h r o w the stone o u t o f e q u i ­
l i b r i u m . 

H e i k u r a egged L a i n e o n w i t h h i m . They attacked the boulder a n d rocked i t back and 
f o r t h v i o l e n t l y . Savinen raised h is h a n d a n d shouted that the r o c k i n g was complete ly 
f u t i l e . Get t ing the stone o u t of e q u i l i b r i u m w o u l d be a project that requi red t i m e and 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g of the l a w s of mechanics . 

La ine a n d H e i k u r a h u n g o n the end of a p i n e pole a n d bent i t w i t h the weight of 
their bodies. A t each bend the lever budged the boulder and Savinen stuck l i t t l e rocks 
between i t a n d the c l i f f . 

I n the b e g i n n i n g Savinen had t r i e d to move the stone w i t h wooden wedges he had 
carved. 1 asked w h y he d i d n ' t p o u n d wedge-shaped rocks i n t o the gap, a bunch ol w h i c h 
we had collected on his orders. Savinen asked i l I was t o t a l l y QUtS, 
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I f w e started h a c k i n g at stones w i t h the back o f the hatchet w e ' d re tr ieved f r o m the 
car, chips f r o m t h e m c o u l d f l y i n t o the s t r iker ' s eyes. N o p r o d u c t i o n process is so i m ­
p o r t a n t that it 's w o r t h endanger ing peoples' hea l th ! W h e n they c o u l d n ' t get the boulder 
to budge u s i n g the w o o d e n wedges, Savinen p u t the levers i n t o p l a y . 

" A lever is also a k i n d of wedge," I heard Savinen e x p l a i n i n g to H e i k u r a a n d Laine, 
w h o panted, their pant legs m u d d y . 

" A lever is a lever." 
" A wedge, lever a n d b o l t threads are a l l the same t h i n g . " 
"Yeah, yeah." H e i k u r a left to get his cigarettes. 
"They're a l l based o n the wheel , y o u k n o w . " 
" N o w he's i n v e n t i n g the w h e e l ! " 
"You can t h i n k of a wedge as a sector of a c ircle . See..." 
Savinen d r e w a r o u n d f igure i n the a ir a n d e x p l a i n e d to us h o w the wedge, lever, 

a n d thread are der ived f r o m the shape of a c ircle . A l l are based o n the wheel . The 
stone's t i l t i n g m o t i o n is easy to start a n d again as y o u approach the p o i n t o f e q u i l i b ­
r i u m the force r e q u i r e m e n t is s m a l l , b u t there i n the m i d d l e y o u can need a l l the classi­
cal i m p l e m e n t s o f mechanics. Laine got u p a n d said that that they had to get o n w i t h 
w o r k i f they s t i l l in tended to get the al tar stone o u t o f place today . 

Three hours later the boulder was p r i e d i n t o the p o s i t i o n that according to Savinen 
was i ts p o i n t o f e q u i l i b r i u m . Laine attacked the side of the stone to p u s h i t i n t o the 
lake g l e a m i n g be low, b u t Savinen raised h is h a n d a n d asked w h y use r a w muscle 
p o w e r w h e n the stone c o u l d be e legant ly d i s lodged w i t h a s m a l l tap. Sav inen tapped his 
temple : n o t h i n g is as wise as a h u m a n . 

N o t a s ingle lever was lef t free, because a l l o f t h e m had been used g e t t i n g the stone 
i n t o the p o s i t i o n i t was n o w i n . Savinen said that the o u t e r m o s t lever w a s n ' t h o l d i n g 
a n y t h i n g a n y m o r e . The ones wedged i n later h a d t a k e n the b u r d e n that had been c o n ­
centrated o n i t . Savinen j e rked the outermost one o u t . 

The other levers s u d d e n l y s p r u n g straight u p a n d the i r ends that had been pushed 
under the stone shattered l i k e matchst icks w h e n the al tar stone p l u n k e d back d o w n 
i n t o place. 

Savinen d u g his calculator out of h is pocket w i t h v i o l e n t m o v e m e n t s a n d punched 
at i t . W i t h o u t s a y i n g a w o r d he disappeared i n t o the w o o d s a n d r e t u r n e d three-quarters 
o f an h o u r later f r o m the car w i t h the h y d r a u l i c j ack he h a d b r o u g h t . 

Everyone t r i e d to get Savinen to g ive u p k n o c k i n g the stone over. I e x p l a i n e d that 
everyone unders tood w h a t pressure Savinen l i v e d u n d e r after e n d i n g u p u n e m p l o y e d 
a n d r e l y i n g o n his wi fe ' s earnings, w i t h o u t a n y of h i s o w n i n c o m e i n the m i d d l e of an 
u p s w i n g . 

H e i k u r a asked i f Savinen w o u l d n ' t rather come a n d destroy the b i g rock i n the 
g r o u n d i n the l a w n at his house. H e i k u r a had d u g the earth o u t a r o u n d the r o c k a n d i t 
seemed to go o n for meters i n every d i r e c t i o n . A mechanica l m a n l i k e Savinen c o u l d 
get the r o c k out o f i ts place w i t h levers, wedges a n d r o l l e r s or some k i n d of threads. 
La ine ordered H e i k u r a to keep h i m s e l f m u z z l e d . 

Savinen said he had s w o r n he w o u l d n ' t leave th is m o u n t a i n before the al tar stone 
was at the b o t t o m of the lake. He c o u l d get i t there b y h i m s e l f too . W e c o u l d j u s t as 
w e l l leave. Laine said we w o u l d n ' t leave Savinen - no one gets le f t . 
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M e a n d La ine a n d H e i k u r a sat o n a f a l l e n log and watched h o w Savinen l i m p e d the 
boulder over a l i t t l e at a t i m e a n d pushed chock stones underneath whenever i t had 
been raised s u i t a b l y . H a l f an h o u r later the stone f e l l over the edge of the c l i f f a n d 
b o u n d e d d o w n . I t t o o k a bounce o f f the shore bedrock a n d p l u n g e d i n t o the lake . H e i ­
k u r a y a w n e d i r r i t a b l y a n d L a i n e stated that w e c o u l d leave n o w . 

W h e r e the stone had sat a m o m e n t ago, o n l y Savinen's jack remained . He t w i s t e d 
the h y d r a u l i c v e n t open a n d the jack's o b l i q u e l y p r o j e c t i n g l i f t i n g a r m retracted h i s s i n g 
i n t o p o s i t i o n . W e t o o k o f f d o w n the slope to the car. 

W e weren ' t at H e i k u r a ' s c a b i n u n t i l after m i d n i g h t and the sheep h u n t i n g was le f t 
to Sunday. N o t h i n g came of i t , because the r i f l e had been k n o c k e d a r o u n d o n the bad 
roads a n d i ts scope p u l l e d s t r o n g l y to the le f t . 

D i v e r s p a i d b y the F i n n i s h g o v e r n m e n t f o u n d the altar stone o n the b o t t o m of the 
lake and a contractor f r o m H e i n o l a h a u l e d the glac ia l boulder back to the t o p of the 
m o u n t a i n , where i t w a s b o l t e d d o w n j u s t to be o n the safe side. The o p e r a t i o n cost 
Savinen f i v e h u n d r e d a n d seventy t h o u s a n d m a r k s . A plaque appeared o n the boulder 
that said i t was protected b y a u t h o r i t y of the A n c i e n t F i n n i s h A n t i q u i t i e s L a w . 

H e i k u r a started g e t t i n g phone cal ls d u r i n g the w i n t e r f r o m the angry w o m e n of the 
A n i m a l i a A s s o c i a t i o n a n d i n A p r i l he was s u m m o n e d before the d i s t r i c t cour t a n d 
charged w i t h a n i m a l c r u e l t y because he had lef t three lambs o n his i s l a n d i n the dead of 
w i n t e r . 

As h is o n l y defense H e i k u r a sa id that the sheep had been complete ly h is w i f e ' s idea, 
b u t h is w i f e never t u r n e d u p w h e n p r o b l e m s started c o m i n g w i t h the sheep a n d he had 
to start catching a n d k i l l i n g t h e m . 

" O N T H E K E M I H A A R A P O W E R P L A N T W O R K S I T E he once d r a n k a bot t le 

of V a a k u n a a n d started s i n g i n g a l l of a sudden. N o one had ever 
even heard h i m h u m , a n d he p r o b a b l y d i d n ' t even k n o w h o w to 
w h i s t l e . I t sure s o u n d e d t e r r i b l e . " 

" H E D I D N ' T U S U A L L Y P A R T A K E . Sometimes, i f he d r a n k a l i t t l e he 
w o u l d j u s t start l o o k i n g o u t the w i n d o w or take o f f i n t o the f o r ­
est." 

" H E M O V E D I N T O T H E V I L L A G E T O A H O U S E , b u t he le f t h i m s e l f a few 

plots of forest . He 'd go t h i n t h e m a n d p r u n e t h e m straight . He w e n t 
t h r o u g h every tree i n d i v i d u a l l y . A n d m y god d i d he chop f i r e w o o d ! 
There was a h u n d r e d cubic meters of i t i n h is shed a n d i n the y a r d 
another h u n d r e d . Somebody w e n t a n d checked the stacks w i t h a 
leve l a n d p l u m b l i n e j u s t f o r the h e l l of i t — t h e y were s tra ight . " 
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