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The Central Park of Helsinki (in Finnish: Keskuspuisto)
actually starts right from the city centre, just by the
railway station. As you go northwards, the manicured
urban parks give way to more natural forests and
farmland. The finest areas lie in the northern parts of the
park. The area’s nature is easily accessible on foot, by
bike or, in wintertime, on skis. When you sit by the
shores of the River Vantaa on the northern boundary of
Helsinki, you will scarcely believe you are still in the
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country’s capital. Here by the riverside you will see well-
preserved cultural landscapes of the countryside.

How to get there

It's a very short walk from the city centre to the the
southern end of the park. The more wooded part and, in
winter, excellent ski tracks start from Laakso, reached
by tram 3B or 3T (get out at the stop by Aurora
Hospital). From here, if you are of a mind to, you can ski
through the forests up to Lapland!

If you want to explore the forests in the northern areas
of the park, a good starting place, particularly in winter,
is the hikers’ lodge at Paloheind. This is the terminus, 30
min from the city centre, for buses 66, 66A and 66B.
Buses 67 and 67X take you to Torppariméki (the
terminus, 30 min from the centre), from where you will
easily reach the margins of some of the finest fields in
Helsinki, a short way along Torpparimaenpolku Path.
Starting from here, you can, possibly, make an even
better all-round tour of the best areas in the Central
Park.

If you're coming from the city centre by car, we
recommend the following route: come off the
northbound Tuusulanvayla motorway at the Tuomarin-
kyla junction, follow the Old Tuusula Road (Vanha
Tuusulantie) for 1.6 km, then just before the river bridge
turn left along Laamannintie Road, and continue for 1.7
km. You will find a parking area by the side of this road
through the fields, next to a foot bridge over the river. If
you want to go straight into the forests, continue another
1.2 km to the parking area at the end of Kuninkaan-
tammentie Road.

Southern Central Park

From the top of the 72 m high tower of the Olympic
Stadium you will have a view all over the main parts of
the city, and well out over Central Park. And you will
notice how green the capital city really is. Except for
sporting and other public events, the tower is open mon-
fri 9am-8pm, sat-sun 9am-6pm. The entrance fee is 2 €
for adults, 5 mk (0.84 ¢) for 6-16 year-olds;

there is no charge for younger children.

The total length of the park is 11 kilometres. Only one
kilometre north of the stadium, in Laakso, the
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landscaped woodlands of the southern part give way to
rocky or swampy forests. The hiking route is lit up and
postered. In winter, some of the paths are kept clear of
snow, while others have excellent ski tracks. As you go
northwards, the forest sometimes grows more luxuriant;
in places you will enter dense and gloomy spruce
forests, or emerge into lighter birch groves.

FOREST AND INLAND SITES

FOREST AND INLAND SITES

In Maunula you will come to an area of rusty-barked
pines. Here also is a cemetery for pets and animals
established in the 1930’s, and Maunula recreational
lodge with its cosy, traditional atmosphere, which makes
a good place for a rest and a cup of coffee. Here, too,
you can work out which route you want to follow. You
can also hire out skis here, and get your skis waxed. The
lodge is closed during the summer 2005.

Hanna Hentinen
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The central parts of the park extend into Pirkkola sports
park, much favoured by joggers. These mixed forests
grew up on land denuded of forest by the acute need for
firewood shortly after the war.

Northern Central Park (Haltiala)

Northwards from Paloheing, the park widens
considerably. The forests are more extensive, and in a
more natural state. It consists of four protected areas.
The greater part of Haltiala’s 300 hectares is covered
with spruce forest, but there are plenty of deciduous
groves, fields and meadows as well. A distinguishing
feature of the region is the River Vantaa with its luxuriant
shoreside vegetation, which you can explore along
postered pathways.

Paloheina is the main centre for outdoor activities;
several sport tracks start from there. Nearby is a 38
metre-high hill (over 60 m above sea-level) built of infill.
You can take sauna at Paloheina hiking lodge (t 754
1204) Mondays and Fridays 4-8pm and Saturdays 3-5pm.

Haltiala has two separate nature trails, both of which
start from Paloheina hiking lodge. The longer trail (7 km)
follows a path close to the River Vantaa and passes by
Haltiavuori hill, while narrow tracks of the shorter one
describe a circular route through the forests.

The forests of Haltiala are full of ants’ nests. The ants
protect the trees very effectively against insect pests by
eating millions of caterpillars during the course of the
summer. They also aid the spread of various plants by
dispersing their seeds.

The northern forests of Central Park are inhabited by
residents typical of mature forests: the hazel grouse,
black woodpecker, crested tit, and even the northern
goshawk. The lynx has also been spotted in the park, the
only large predator that visits Helsinki nowadays.
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The primaeval forests of Haltiala are the most natural
of Haltiala's forests, or indeed of forests anywhere in
Helsinki. In the other parts of Haltiala, forests are
maintained and regenerated by controlled burning,
small-scale felling and logging, but this 23 hectare

stretch of forest has not been touched for over 60 years.

Only trees that fall across the paths are removed. Dead
or dying trees offer a substrate for insects, and nesting
sites for several kinds of birds.
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Niskala Arboretum was established between 1906 and

1917 by the enthusiastic forest manager Jakob Kavaleff,

who assumed management of the estate at the age of
16. Today, there are some forty species of tree growing
in the 2.2 hectare area of the arboretum. This beautiful
area is criss-crossed by a dense network of paths, by
the side of which the various trees are given small
placards with names in Finnish and Swedish as well as
the scientific names.

Mammals seen

in the forests

Woodland plants common in
Haltiala:

Lily-of-the-valley (Convallaria majalis), ~ of Haltiala:
wood anemone (Anemone nemorosa), Common shrew,
hepatica (Hepatica nobilis), may-lily brown hare,
(Maianthemum bifolium), wood sorrel red squirrel,

flying squirrel,
ellow-necked (field)
mouse, red fox,
raccoon dog,

stoat, weasel,

(Oxalis acetosella), herb Paris (Paris
quadrifolia) .

Birds common in Haltiala:
Black woodpecker, great spotted
woodpecker, mink,

the tits of coniferous forests, polecat,
willow warbler, wood warbler, pine marten,
blackbird, redwing, Eurasian jay, badger, lynx,

chaffinch, greenfinch, siskin.

elk, white-tailed deer.

The River Vantaa

Even in times long past , the River Vantaa was an
important commercial route, used as a floatway for
timber and a source of river trout. Today a million people
live in its drainage area. The river is 99 km long, and
has several tributaries. By nature, the water is turbid
with suspended clay, a tendency aggravated by arable
farming in the area. As many as 28 fish species live in
the river. The two sites described below represent
riverine nature in Helsinki at its best.

Pitkakoski Nature Reserve (Pitkdkoski means “Long
Falls”) occupies both shores of the river. It is the longest
series of rapids along the lower reaches of the river. The
rapids are 1.1 km long, with a fall of 5 metres. This
foaming stretch of river, broken with little islands, is
bordered with steeply sloping spruce woods. The 120-
year-old forest on the south shore has been spared
silvicultural activities for the last 60 years. Some
deciduous shrubs grow beneath the spruces and, in the
more deciduous parts of the forest, various spring-
flowering herbs take advantage of the light before the
canopy closes. On the northern shore bank, there is a
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fine hazel grove. White-throated dippers overwinter in
the rapids, and may be seen from the banks or the
footbridge over the river. You are asked to keep to the
paths indicated. You are allowed, though, to wade in the
river, which will be good news to fly-fishers after salmon.
The otter, rare in the Helsinki area, sometimes fishes
here, too.

Plants in Pitkédkoski Nature Reserve:

Baneberry (Actaea spicata), alternate-leaved golden
saxifrage (Chrysosplenium alternifolium),

mezereon (Daphne mezereum), water iris (Iris pseudacorus),
fly honeysuckle (Lonicera xylosteum), yello loosestrife
(Lysimachia vulgaris), purple loosestrife (Lythurum salicaria),
ostrich fern (Matteuccia struthiopteris), alder buckthorn
(Rhamnus frangula), alpine currant (Ribes alpinum),

wood sorrel (Oxalis acetosella), bird cherry (Prunus padus),
lesser celandine (Ranunculus ficaria),

wood stitchwort (Stellaria nemorum).

A little downstream from Pitkakoski lies Ruutinkoski,
where the gently flowing waters once again cascade into
foaming rapids. Below the stretch of rapids (300m long,
with a fall of 3m) is a wide, calm area, almost like a lake.
The surface of a pool almost detached from the “lake”,
and the shores of these waters, carry an unbelievably
luxuriant vegetation. The river-banks have nurtured the
only fluttery elms (Ulmus laevis) regarded as endemic in
Helsinki. The dense willowy scrub and the rich meadows
are home to many species of birds characteristic of such
wetlands. Ruutinkoski and the surrounding areas have
their own enchantment on early summer nights, when
the thrush nightingale and various warblers sing in
concert. If the lovely song of the marsh warbler is to be
heard anywhere in Helsinki, it'll be in this place; there
are usually several birds singing. Sharp-eyed naturalists
will also spot the bats flying over the still waters.

Plants in Ruutinkoski:

Yellow anemone (Anemone ranunculoides), bulbous corydalis
(Corydalis solida, kingcup (Caltha palustris), water iris (Iris
pseudacorus), yellow Star of Bethlehem (Gagea lutea), lesser
celandine, touch-me-not (Impatiens noli-tangere), brandy bottle
(Nuphar lutea), broad-leaved pondwed (Potamogeton natans),
cinnamon rose (Rosa majalis), cowbane (Cicuta virosa, lethally
poisonous).
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The fields of Haltiala and Niskala

The finest field landscapes in Helsinki lie by the shores
of the River Vantaa in Haltiala and Niskala, and continue
to Backas in Vantaa. The fields are still down to arable,
and a small acreage is pastured. On Haltiala Farm on
the Helsinki side of the river, families from town make
summer outings to see at close quarters Finnish farm
animals such as sheep, goats, pigs and horses let out to
graze. From autumn to spring you can see the animals
inside the barns weekdays from 6-8pm and weekends
11lam-6pm. In lambing time in March, however, visitors
are excluded from the sheep folds. The farm also
includes a café open weekdays 10am-4pm, summer
weekends 10am-6pm. In summer there’s a kiosk by the
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farmyard. Some of the fields around Haltiala Farm are
sown with sunflowers, flax, honey-flower and peas.
When these are ready, people can pick the peas or
gather the flowers for their own use (not for sale), free of
charge. Haltiala Farm ( 724 2025, 0500 607 444.

After passing westwards by the farm buildings of
Haltiala, Kuninkaantammentie Road cuts through the
yard of a cottage on a small rise. Here on this hillock
grow various plants of old habitations, including the
rather rare black mullein (Verbascum nigrum), whose
long, bright yellow tapers light up the late summer
meadows.

The fields are also important for bird life. During the
migrations birds flock here by the hundred,
accompanied by birds of prey. The goshawk patrols the
year round; the best time to see it is in the dusk of early
evening. In autumn wood pigeons and stock doves
congregate on overhead wires. On summer nights you
may hear the rhythmic rasping of the rare corn-crake.

A little way south of the farm is a footbridge over the
River Vantaa. In the wooded area by the foot of the
bridge winter food is provided for birds; this attracts
yellowhammers in particular. From the bridge it's half a
kilometre to Tammisto, the only area of naturally
regenerating oak in the city area. The forest is a nature
reserve.

Following the river southwards from Haltiala for 2 km,
you come to Tuomarinkartano. The estate has been
farmed at least since 1417. The farm has the largest
stables in Helsinki, a museum and coffee-room.
Together with Haltiala Farm, Tuomarinkartano forms part
of a valuable landscape, to visit which gives insights into
Helsinki's past.
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“At the beginning of March, 1997, | was planning the next nature
tour with another guide when, only about twenty metres from the
path on a wooded slope, we spotted the imprint of large, rounded
paws in the snow. A lynx! To judge from the spoor, the animal
must have crouched there and then pounced with a four metre
leap. When the tour brought us to this point, we could
nonchalantly brag: ‘By the way, those are the tracks of a lynx™.

- Aguide to the city’s nature by Arto Nironen.
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