


Sweden’s great adventuress 
No challenge is beyond Ester Blenda 
Nordström. She assumes a secret identity 
and works hard as a maidservant on a 
farm. With a gun in her pocket, she goes 
adventuring around the world. During the 
Finnish Civil War, she saves countless lives. 
Her groundbreaking newspaper articles and 
books swiftly make her a star. 

Soon, she gains powerful friends and 
becomes part of  the cultural elite. During 
her pro forma marriage, she travels as an 
explorer across the Kamchatka peninsula, 
putting her own life at risk. But suddenly, 
her strong voice falls silent. 

Provocatrice in slacks 
Ester Blenda breaks away from the strict 
conventions surrounding the role of  women 
of  her time. In an age when decent women 
can barely leave the house unaccompanied, 
and all wear long skirts as a matter of  course, 
she puts on trousers, drives a motorcycle, 
spouts profanity, paints the town red.

She is born into a wealthy family, but 
purposely creates a different, wilful persona. 
With her pen and camera, she documents 
everything. From behind her fascinating 
mask, a gripping life story emerges. 
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Joy and darkness 
The light in the life of  Ester Blenda is also 
her darkest secret. She nurtures a lifelong 
love. But to one that is utterly forbidden to 
her. 

We all carry an adventure inside ourselves. 
Where most people dare only dream – Ester 
Blenda brings her dream to life. Her actions 
make her an icon. But the price she pays 
is the highest one imaginable. Joy flickers 
frequently through her life, but is eventually 
impossible to retain. 

Discover a life 
This exhibition is the first one ever about 
Ester Blenda. It was originally displayed at 
Skarhult Castle in 2019, and is presented in 
co-operation with Skarhults Kulturminne, 
producer Alexandra von Schwerin, August 
Prize-winning author Fatima Bremmer, and 
director Anna Hylander, a relative of  Ester 
Blenda. 

Kalmar Castle is an ideal place for 
presenting strong historical figures, and 
the life of  Ester Blenda was breathtaking, 
leaving no one cold. 
 

Welcome to our exhibition!

Meg Nömgård, Kalmar Castle
Örjan Molander, Kalmar County Museum

Charlotte Aaby Hertzman, Cultural producer
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1. A DEVIL’S BRAT WITH A BOW 
I was a terrible child – not mean, they said, but terrible. My antics were so innumerable that I remember my childhood mostly as 
somewhat dizzying joy over some successful mischief  – and pain after the punishment that followed.  

Ester Blenda. Autobiographical manuscript to colleague Märta Lindqvist at Svenska Dagbladet

Restlessness and revolt

The family photos show a dainty daughter in a sailor 
suit and bow. But Ester Blenda Elisabet Nordström 
feels awkwardly dressed up, a stranger in the mirror. 
She is trapped in her role as a girl of  good family. 

She is born on March 31st, in Kungsholmen, 
Stockholm. From an early age, “Essan” wants to be 
just like the boys. She harnesses a calf  to pull the 
cart she has built herself, and races it. She steals a 
boat and finds herself  in distress at sea. Her family 
nicknames her “Devil’s Brat Peter.” The pets, the 
musical instruments and her own imagination 
become her sanctuary. 

But her shenaningans become increasingly 
rebellious. Her conduct marks are ever in decline. 
In time, she is sent away from home, at thirteen, 
to Småland and her uncle, vicar Håkan Nordström 
and his stern discipline. The Devil’s Brat resolves 
to get even. 



2. THE PIONEER REPORTER
The new volunteer piques their curiosity. She is very young, not especially tall, with a dainty frame, and emanating something quite 
different from what they are used to. Something new and refreshing. She has an air of  freedom about her. Her body speaks the lang-
uage of  a young man, rather than a young woman. And yet so impeccably feminine in dress and hairstyle. And that loud, throaty 
laughter. It gets to you, right away.  

The New Woman claims her place

When Ester Nordström is admitted as a volunteer at 
Stockholms Dagblad, she is the youngest journalist 
in the capital. The few existing female reporters 
are not invited to meetings, openly mocked, and 
underpaid. 

But she is soon in great demand. She is employed at 
Svenska Dagbladet. Using the pseudonyms Pojken, 
La Poulette, and Bansai she creates a new type of  
journalism. Her down-to-earth writing with its 
great sense of  presence captivates her readers. The 
newspapers were the internet of  the day. 

While her contemporaries discuss »the New 
Woman« Ester Nordström quickly turns herself  
into one. To cut her hair short, wear slacks, and 
be professionally employed is just the beginning. 
She airs loud opinions about most everything, she 
chain-smokes, curses, drinks in the Klara pubs, and 
drives home on her motorcycle through the night. 
Shocking those around her becomes a risky thrill. 



3. MOTHER’S GIRL
She moves back home to her mother Lotten, at Ekefors. Back to safety, to her »honeyflower and sunbeam« as she usually calls her 
mother. Her room is always waiting for her there. 

With the family

Ester Blenda is born several years after her siblings 
Agda, Frithiof, and Hildur. Her father, Daniel 
Nordström, builds his fortune as a construction 
and painting entrepreneur. He commissions the 
large wooden villa, Åbyfors, outside Ljungby in the 
Småland forests. 

Throughout childhood, Ester Blenda alternates 
between the family’s home in Småland, their flat 
in Stockholm, and the twelve-room villa in Nacka 
– Ekefors. The homes are eventually filled with 
books, musical instruments, and exotic pets. 

As an adult, she lives for long periods with only her 
mother, Lotten, in Nacka. The two are very close. 
And yet, most of  all she takes after her expansive 
father. The family becomes a fixed point in a life 
hallmarked by impulse and transience. While 
readers and admirers take in her adventures and 
courage, her family sees her risky impulsiveness and 
her disharmony. 



4. MAID LOOKING FOR KICKS
Ester has decided to do what no other Swedish reporter has done before. Dressed as a maid, she will enter service at a farm, and 
investigate first-hand why young women are leaving their maidservant contracts. She will become one of  them, in order to report on 
their everyday existence as close to the truth as possible. […] The investigative Swedish report is born. 

Her first success

The signature Bansai now grows ever bolder. She 
sees opportunity in the contemporary debate on 
the critical countryside shortage of  maidservants. 
Disguised as a maid, she finds employment at a 
Södermanland farm, Jogersta. After a month, she 
is back at the editorial office with a sore back, her 
hands full of  cuts and blisters. But her typewriter is 
on fire. 

This gutsy move – known today as undercover 
journalism – shocks the audience. The articles 
become a milestone within Swedish journalism. The 
first one is printed in 1914, on the same day as the 
assassination of  Archduke Franz Ferdinand. The 
book En piga bland pigor is a commercial success. 
The debate improves the work environment for the 
servant girls of  the nation. 

Ester Nordström has found her niche: to report 
with great empathy on the everyday life of  the 
marginalized. Her mentor Elin Wägner encourages, 
reads manuscripts, sets the book title. She also 
suggests that Ester start using her middle name, 
Blenda. Their friendship lasts a lifetime. 



5. THE NEW STAR
At night, her throaty laugh resounds in the restaurants and pubs. Everyone wants to be close to the new star, hear her stories, beco-
me part of  her circles. 

A favourite seeking escape 

Suddenly, everyone wants Ester Blenda. She is 
celebrated by the cultural elite. The papers report 
on her every move. She rubs shoulders with royalty 
and celebrities. Artist Hjördis Tengbom makes 
a bust of  her, which she keeps her entire life. At 
parties, Ester Blenda entertains the other guests 
with anecdotes, bringing down the house playing 
the accordion and singing quirky songs: 

Her charm and originality lent a dramatic and refreshing 
element to her circles. She was […] all idea and invention, 
with an irresistible urge to do something people did not expect 
her to do 

Célie Brunius, friend and fellow journalist. Idun magazine, p. 67, issue 
10, 1952 

Ester Blenda herself  is mostly looking to cure her 
growing restlessness. Attention is flattering. But 
status and celebrity do not impress. She begins 
to long for other places, for simple and genuine 
conditions. One acquaintance persists – alcohol. 
 



6. THE ZORN MODEL AND THE KIRUNA KING
Hjalmar asks his friend Anders Zorn to paint Ester Blenda. He immortalizes her splayed in a black silk dress and high-heeled 
shoes on the leather couch in his atelier at Södermalmstorg 4 in Stockholm. She holds a lute in her hands. Her gaze is curiously 
absent. Afterwards, Hjalmar makes her a gift of  the painting. 

Greater freedom in Lapland

Hjalmar Lundbohm is Sweden’s most renowned 
mining entrepreneur. In 1900 he founds the city 
of  Kiruna. She meets him around the same time 
as her father dies of  cancer. Hjalmar and Ester 
Blenda become close friends. He persuades her 
to come north to Lapland, where she stays for 
a long time at his managing director’s residence. 
The adventurous life of  the Sami fascinates her. 
She finds employment as a nomad schoolteacher. 

Her friendship with Lundbohm, her patron, is 
strong, but faces a challenge when he asks her 
to marry him. Her friends and family encourage 
her to say yes. Ester Blenda says no. »The Kiruna 
King«, as he is known, proposes again. And 
again. Each time, he gets the brush-off. Her heart 
belongs to another. 



7. HEROINE OF SAMI AND RACIAL BIOLOGISTS 
As far from the salons as you could get. […] And the days pass in the school hut of  the camp. Frustrated sighs, tired groans, laugh-
ter, drumming fingers, and dead stares at new incomprehensibilities. Cathechism, biblical history, reading, arithmetic… 

Intoxicating wilderness

In 1915, Ester Blenda moves into a Sami collective 
as a nomad teacher. She wishes to give an account 
of  Sami life from within, and becomes fluent 
in Finnish. Her book Kåtornas folk advocates 
a kind of  benevolent mountain apartheid, and 
becomes her international breakthrough. 

Racial biology is in vogue – the environmental 
movement of  the time. She invites admirer 
Herman Lundborg to her camp. He will go on 
to found the State Institute for Racial Biology. 
The Swedish Social Democratic Party is behind 
the initiative. All Swedish Riksdag parties are in 
favour. 

The escape from the Stockholm establishment is 
part of  the point. The faraway exposure and the 
near-overwhelming physical hardship take hold 
of  her body, like a drug. 



8. ALONE WITH THE BOYS
I am alone with 112 lads – all more or less clumsy and awkward, but decent perhaps. The regulations are hilarious, stating: The 
use of  alcoholic beverages, card-playing, indecency with women, as well as any other unseemly conduct is prohibited […] So there you 
go: It says nothing about indecency with men, at any rate. So, no ease in your mind when it comes to me. 

Ester Blenda in a letter to her brother Frithiof  and his wife Gerda Nordström. November 21st, 1918

Dreams of  the countryside

In 1917, Sweden’s most famous maid decides to 
become a farmer. Heartily sick of  the city, she 
resigns from Svenska Dagbladet. She usually 
introduces herself  as a Smålander. Part of  her 
childhood was spent with her mother on the 
family farm outside Ljungby. Perhaps going back 
to the roots might settle her down? 

After obtaining some practical experience, she 
is accepted to the Hagaberg agricultural college 
outside Jönköping. She is probably the first 
woman in Sweden to be enrolled for downright 
agricultural education. Dagens Nyheter provides 
a chirpy account of  the matter, and jokingly 
warns the farmers of  the nation to stay sober and 
decent now that the investigating star reporter 
has found a new niche. 

Ester Blenda has set her sights on a new dream: a 
farm of  her own. 



9. A FORERUNNER OF ASTRID LINDGREN 
Yes, I did read her books about the rascal Anne-Marie […] I will not deny that Pippi can be traced to Ester Blenda’s rascal […] 
still, a precursor is something that could be said of  En rackarunge. The currents that affect us may run below the surface. 

Astrid Lindgren. Letter to Margaretha Lundahl, then a student at the School of  Library and Information Science, 1977

Renewing children’s books

Ester Blenda processes her early life in the 
children’s book En rackarunge, first published 
in 1919 and made into a movie in 1923. 
Protagonist Ann-Mari is an intense, adventurous, 
and inventive girl who speaks her mind, to the 
constant vexation of  the grown-ups. 

The author goes against the prevailing convention 
of  children’s books by giving Ann-Mari a wide 
range of  emotions. She is frequently exuberant, 
but the undercurrent is dark. The motherless 
Ann-Mari is sent to live with a callous priest. She 
is to be reared as a respectable girl, but dedicates 
the majority of  her time to dangerous antics such 
as jumping off  the roof  with an umbrella. 

The audience and critics praise the rackarunge 
– the rascal. Among them is a teenage Astrid 
Lindgren who is greatly impressed. Today, 
millions have read about several of  the creative 
shenanigans of  Ann-Marie – in the books about 
Madicken, Emil, and Pippi.



10. MOTORIST LADY 
Whatever motor part you were fiddling with, you could never be too sure about at the outset, but it looked really impressive to any 
potential passenger, and when you turned the crank after a while and things came thundering back to life again, you’d smile modestly, 
but wisely, and mutter a little bit to yourself  about how you »would have thought that was the problem, all right«. 

Ester Blenda. Bilar som jag känt. From Vecko-Journalen. Issue 41, 1928

Hooked on adventure

As a teenager, she had looked enviously at the 
liveried driver in her family’s employ. Soon, it 
is her turn. The instructor admonishes: Do not 
sound the horn at the turns, do not step out 
of  the vehicle when meeting a horse, and no 
speeding! In 1913, she is one of  only a handful 
of  female learner drivers in Stockholm. 

The next day she receives her certificate. She 
takes a bunch of  friends along for a spin to 
Trosa. The ride ends in the ditch. The totalled car 
is removed with oxen. But the taste of  freedom 
remains forever. 

Later on, she buys a dark green motorcycle, a 
Royal Enfield, and the sports car Willys Knight 
in which she drives down to the Continent. She 
mirrors a new European current where adventure 
is a lifestyle, not least among the women of  the 
upper class. But Ester Blenda takes it further. She 
makes a life of  it. 



1. DEAREST TO HER HEART
“In her luggage is a small, black photo album, bound in leather, with room for four photos. Mother Lotten in one, and the niece and 
nephew in two. The fourth photo is a beautiful profile portrait of  Carin with longing eyes, taken in Italy in 1919. The travel album 
comes with Ester Blenda everywhere she goes.”

Forever companions

Despite the vagabond life, they always return to 
one another. Photographs and diary entries show 
that Carin Waern Frisell often joins Ester Blenda 
in places where she resides for a longer period. 
Together they experience France, Spain, England, 
the U. S., Japan, China, and Korea. Their favourite 
place is the mountain world of  the Province of  
Norrbotten. They live close to nature in simple 
cottages, they go hiking and skiing. 

Outwardly, they are friends. Inwardly, their 
relationship is severely tested by distance, 
marriage, and by society’s morals and laws. In 
the final holiday photos they sit in the snowy 
landscape, close together, grey-haired, aged. In 
the love that survives all things. 

Carin Waern Frisell nurses her through the last, 
difficult years. Neither of  them have any children. 
The most carefree moments of  their lives they 
spend together. 



3. CARIN — FORBIDDEN LOVE OF A LIFETIME
“Around them are only mountain peaks and empty expanses, which would be dazzling white if  not for the black branches resting 
in winter, the small clumps of  spruce and the glimpses of  jutting rock that the snow has not been able to cover. It is so quiet. So 
undisturbed. Maybe that’s the reason they dare. Carin starts unbuttoning her knee-length coat, belted at the waist. Takes off  her 
pale, wide-collared blouse. Squirms out of  her sporting trousers. She smiles shyly at the camera […]

Her darkest secret

The light in Ester Blenda Nordström’s life is also 
her darkest secret. They meet in 1913. They travel 
to Paris. In 1915, Ester Blenda hints in a letter to 
her mother that she must leave Stockholm over 
some dark and serious matter of  the heart. 

She never reveals openly that the object of  her 
love is a woman – upper class woman Carin 
Waern Frisell. The time dictated an absolute 
taboo regarding homosexuality. Society still 
shames, but shifts its focus. 

A liaison revealed would dishonour the 
distinguished families. It would incur prison 
sentences, penal servitude, or confinement in 
a mental hospital. This might explain some of  
Ester Blenda’s repeated escape behaviour. 



11. WORLD REPORTER PACKING A GUN 

SOuth America 1920
A lone condor is sailing above us – a black speck against the 
eternal blue of  the sky. There is a faint little breeze bringing 
the scent of  cactus flowers, there is life in every breath we 
take. 

Ester Blenda. Över Cordilleras på åsnerygg. From Svenska 
Dagbladet, July 11th, 1920

Finland 1918
Brother dear […] Fancy I have been here for three weeks 
already. I’ll be damned right to hell! I can’t believe I am 
still alive and in good health – can you? […] Besides, 
the blizzard has howled here all day and night something 
terrible. My freezing room turns to ice on nights like these – 
this morning, there was wind frost on my sheet, and steam 
coming from my maw. 

Ester Blenda. Letter to her brother Frithiof  Nordström. Paja-
la, March 28th, 1918

United States 1922
The freight train barrels down the track, bound for Colora-
do. No one would guess that underneath one of  the wagons, 
there is a young Swedish woman from a respected family 
[…] famous, and with a successful career. She clings on des-
perately, squinting hard to shield her eyes from all the debris 
that’s falling in her face. 

Japan 1925
The whole village is more or less obliterated. Everywhere are 
smoking piles of  ash, and an unbearable stench of  bodies 
half-charred. Ester Blenda picks up her camera, and captu-
res the girl’s lost and fearful gaze.

A heroine in wolfskins

In the spring of  1918 she travels to Finland. The 
civil war between reformist social democrats 
and conservatives is raging. Ester Blenda is 
dispatched as an emergency commissioner, 
tasked to investigate the food shortage. Wrapped 
in wolfskins, she makes her way on skis through 
rough terrain, to villages in distress. 

She witnesses starvation in the cottages, and alerts 
the press and authorities, describing how the 
victims of  the crisis sustain themselves on bread 
made with straw and horse blood. She reports 
to Svenska Dagbladet about children starving to 
death before her eyes. In harrowing articles, she 
begs the people of  Sweden for donations. 

The efforts of  the 26-year-old Swedish woman 
result in the export of  tons of  food from Sweden 
to Finland. Ester Blenda saves many lives, and is 
later thanked in a grand ceremony. 

Adventures in America

She packs a revolver and rifle in her suitcase. Her 
friends try to dissuade her. But her mind is made 
up. In January 1920, the M/S Balboa departs for 
South America. Ester Blenda is on board. 

Her life as an adventurer begins in Brazil. With 
a newfound friend, she crosses the Cordillera 
mountain range on horseback, from Argentina 
to Chile. The president of  Argentina sends 
gendarmes with weapons to serve as her escort. 
Instead, they rob her. The colourful accounts of  
her journeys are eagerly devoured by the readers 
back home in Sweden. 

In 1922, she travels as a 3rd class passenger to 
the United States. She reports on how Swedish 
emigrants are treated when they come off  the 
boat at Ellis Island. Once more, she performs her 
maid trick. The millionaire’s family she is working 
for has no clue that hundreds of  thousands of  
readers are following her secret coverage in a 
kind of  contemporary reality show. 



12. ESTER BLENDA’S TRAVELS

Journeys abroad 1913 – 1927

Ester Blenda leads the life of  a nomad – sometimes 
literally. Apart from her roving through Sweden, 
often in her sports car or on her motorcycle, she 
goes on numerous trips in the rest of  the world.
 
In 1913, at 22 years old, she travels with Carin 
Wærn Frisell to Paris. In 1918, she makes her 
way on skis into a war-torn Finland. The same 
year, she goes on foot from Sweden across the 
mountains of  Norway, to the Atlantic coast. 

In 1920 she travels through South America. She 
traverses the Andes on a mule. Two years later, 
she works as an undercover journalist in the 
United States. In 1924 she visits Spain, and in the 
following year Korea, China, and Japan, which 
has been severely afflicted by earthquakes. While 
she travels, she writes colourful reports which are 
eagerly devoured by the Swedish readership back 
home. 

In 1925 – 1927 she takes part in the hardships 
of  René Malaise on his expedition to the Soviet 
peninsula of  Kamchatka, in the shadow of  the 
volcanoes. This will be her last trip abroad. 



13. AN ADVENTUROUS MARRIAGE
I absolutely want to go with Malaise to Kamschatk. I have read some things in the papers today, and went absolutely wild […] I 
am far more used to hardships than he is. […] I can use a gun, too […] Holy crap, what a book one could write after this! He 
must not refuse me. 

Ester Blenda. Letter to her brother Frithiof  Nordström. Written in Lind, February 24th, 1919

Mother cautions in vain

When celebrated Swedish entomologist René 
Malaise plans a return to the isolated Kamchatka 
peninsula in northwestern Soviet, Ester Blenda 
sees her chance to go on the ultimate adventure. 

The expedition is strictly male territory. The 
only exception made is for an accompanying 
wife. Ester Blenda dupes Malaise. They marry in 
Kamchatka. She becomes the still photographer 
of  the expedition. 

Her mother, Lotten, is the one most concerned 
about the rushed marriage. In letters to her 
daughter, she asks what will come of  marrying 
»without love« and what things will be like for 
»the sweet boy« who »loves with all his soul«. It 
turns out neither of  them has any idea what they 
have gotten themselves into. 



14. THE FINAL EXPEDITION
[…] meat half-raw, in wooden troughs. No salt, no bread. The blood is still dripping from the steaming chunks, between the fingers 
and down the chins as they eat – Ester Blenda, René, and Calle. They are being watched in silence by narrow, black eyes. 

Adventure’s harsh reality

In her letters, Ester Blenda’s mother harbours 
hope that the expedition to Soviet might help 
her daughter recover »both in body and mind«. 
But Kamchatka is no health resort. Existence 
there is brutal. The days are filled with injuries 
and ruthless trials among bears, wolves, blizzards, 
and freezing temperatures that can wipe out a 
person’s life in a matter of  hours. 

In Kamchatka, she gets word that the one she 
truly loves has married. She is facing the abyss. 
Her spark of  life goes out. Beneath the snow-
laden canopies, the drinking scoops are brimming 
over with vodka. Ester Blenda no longer has 
control over her drinking. 

For the dizzying nature experience, she pays a 
higher personal price than she would have ever 
thought. 



15. IMPOSSIBLE JOY
It is raining now. After six days of  carrying water until my arms were numb, I could kiss every drop that falls. […] The radio is 
playing, quietly and beautifully, Tchaikovsky’s Pathetique, the lamp whispers, the rain splashes, and my dog dreams wild dreams on 
my foot. 

Ester Blenda. Letter to author Henning von Melsted, July 7th, 1931

Alone, free, and habitually drunk

In dirt-stained overalls, clogs and a sun hat, Ester 
Blenda receives a reporter from Vecko-Journalen 
in 1931, on her remotely situated farm in Bjursnäs, 
in the Province of  Södermanland. The magazine 
brags to have located the missing star. She is not 
even in the phone book anymore. 

At 40 years old, she settles down for the first 
time. She tends her fields and garden, writes 
books and plays music. She trades the limelight 
for Jacob the pig. She says she’s »insanely happy«. 
But something is wrong. 

Her health fails due to her long-time abuse of  
beer and wine, mixed with sedatives and opium. 
The money runs out. She pleads to the Swedish 
Academy for funds. Selma Lagerlöf  replies that 
she has »submitted a prayer on her behalf«. But 
Ester Blenda can no longer be saved. 



16. THE END
I burned my candle at both ends, I burned it night and day. I regret not a single moment, though it shone me into my grave. For, all 
my loved ones whom I hold dear, what a splendid light it gave. 

Ester Blenda. Poem from letter to Frithiof  and Gerda Nordström, undated, 1937

Her final days

In the late 1930s, her alcohol abuse increases. In 
January 1937 she suffers a stroke in her home at 
Bjursnäs. Her left arm and hand are paralysed. 
She has trouble walking, and loses the ability 
to write. The following year, she signs her own 
declaration of  incapacity. 
Paralysed and burned out, Ester Blenda 
Nordström dies on the 15th of  October 1948, 
at the Seraphim hospital in Stockholm, from 
complications of  pneumonia. She is 57 years old. 
Ester Blenda is buried at the Old Boo cemetery 
outside Nacka.


