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In the modern world, we have many sporting centres and hospitals that everyone can 
enjoy. However who started these? Going back in time through four or five generations 
in my Finnish family, let's have a look at two women who dared to be different as 
pioneers in the fields of medicine and physical education: Anna and Rosa Lilja who 
made their mark in Finland's society by overcoming challenges and inspiring others. 
First let’s talk about Anna. 

Anna Vilhelmina Lilja was born on the 9th March 1876. In 
the year 1909, she, along with Anna Schreck (and Ms. 
Petterson and Elin Kallio), founded the Varala Sports 
Institute in Tampere, Finland which still exists today! It is 
the oldest sports centre in Finland. The small group of 
women bought the house together and begun to create the 
institute. The two (Shreck and Lilja - the main women) 
were both teachers who worked at the Alexander 
Elementary School. During this period in the summer 
holidays, they together lived in the Varala college which 
they hosted. Lilja's job was to do fundraising work and 

develop operations whereas Schreck was the 'master of Varala' and did the 
bookkeeping among other duties. Anna had already completed a seminar in Jyvaskyla 
but had not finished any training in sports. However Lilja strongly believed that doing 



physical activity was extremely important to upkeep one's health care, culture and the 
moral education of youth along with recreation itself. This was quite an opinion for 
women at the time. Anna's idea was that every person in Finland (which includes 
members of factories where many women worked) should have an introduction to 
gymnastics and sports in general. She thought rightly that it would not be healthy to sit 
sewing long hours many days a week. She was very proud of Finland - nowadays being 
deemed ‘the most happy country in the world’ - and this quote exhibits this idea: 
"Although we seem to be playing, we will do it for the good of the fatherland". She 
continued to work in Varala for years and years to come even after she retired. She 
served as a proud member in the city council from 1922 till 1924. Around 1913, Anna 
made a study trip to England to observe factory life and its effects on women. This 
helped her to implement her ideas in Finland. 
 
In the early twentieth century, there were similar concerns about women’s health in 
Britain which can be seen in Government reports and journals of the time. The article 
called Health Advice for the Factory Girl in Early Twentieth-Century Britain by Vicky 
Long and Hilary Marland which can be found in the National Library of Medicine talks 
about ‘Concern with girls’ health and welfare embraced hygiene, diet, exercise, 
recreation, fashion and beauty within and outside of the workplace, as well as the  
impact of the boredom and monotony associated with industrial work.’ 
 
Anna Lilja passed away on the 6th July 1951 in Tampere with a street called Anna Liljan 
katu that was named after her and newspaper articles all about her! 
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Now, the other sister, Rosa Lilja (who then married 
into the Johnssons) was the younger of the two and 
was born in 1884. She built up the midwives system 
and was a real pioneer in their fields! Rosa was the 
editor-in-chief of the Midwives Journal for around 
twenty years. However, she also worked as the 
chairman of Finland's Midwives Association. She made 
many active efforts in the midwives' union with 
societal issues. Rosa was born in Tampere, like her 
sister, and applied in 1911 as a medical candidate for a 
licentiate degree in medicine though she was woman. 

Unfairly, women who had completed this licentiate 
degree were still unable to be licenced by the Medical 
Board as a doctor without the Senate's decision so the 
following year when she graduated there was no way 
of avoiding this problem! Though this was an obstacle, 
it didn’t discourage her so she tackled her way through 
making it a very proud moment in our family’s history 
when she became a doctor! 
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In the UK, around the same time: the RCM (the abbreviation for The Royal College of 
Midwives) was founded in 1881 by Louisa Hubbard and Zepherina Veitch - who’s 
mission must have been similar. At that time was called the Matron’s Aid / Trained 
Midwives Registration Society (but has resided under it’s current name since 1947). 

Now, here is an interview with my great-aunt, Inke Wallenius, who is the great-niece of 
the two sisters: 
 
First I asked - How did you find all of this information? 

She replied with ‘From my mother, one of the things she remembers is that in one of the 
photos there was a black poodle called Putte which was Rosa’s.’ 

A fun fact is that Inke now herself has a black poodle! 

Next I asked if any stories had been passed down the line. She said that there were a 
couple which she had learned from her mother. One was that her aunt Saara and Eeva 
(Inke’s mother) went to stay two or three weeks with Rosa because one of them was ill. 
She took care of them. Another story was that Anna and Rosa’s brother was really good 
in school in everything except Russian as at the time, Finland belonged to Russia and 
the students wanted to make a statement by not learning the language well and 
rebelling against the Russian occupation. 

Finally I asked about the sisters’ honor and legacy. Inke said: ‘They are a bit like 
inspirational suffragettes! Though Sofie Kuhlberg, Anna’s and Rosa’s Aunt, (their 
mother’s sister) was an actual suffragette and wrote a couple of books. She also traveled 
around Europe which was not at all common at the time.’ 

As a conclusion, I think that they are both two very inspiring women who made a 
lasting difference to women’s health and they should be remembered! 

 


