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‘Finland’s George Washington’ – Marshal of Finland Baron Carl Gustaf Emil Mannerheim, seen here in full dress uniform. His unique collar insignia displays the general officers’ three gilt lions and his marshal’s crossed batons; at his throat he wears the Cross of Liberty and the Mannerheim Cross 1st Class – an award made only to him and to Gen Axel Heinrichs. Born in 1867 when Finland was still part of the Russian Empire, Mannerheim joined the Tsar’s army in 1882 and served with distinction in the Russo-Japanese War (1904–05) and in World War I. After the Bolshevik Revolution, LtGen Mannerheim led the Finnish ‘White’ army in the Civil War to defeat Finnish Communists. He was recalled from retirement in 1933, and in 1939, at the age of 72, he became Commander-in-Chief of the Finnish armed forces. Having led the war effort for four years, he became President of the Republic in August 1944, and steered Finland to peace with the Soviet Union. He died in 1951, widely mourned as the father and saviour of his nation. (Alejandro de Quesada Historical Archives – ADEQ HA)
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FINLAND AT WAR 1939–45

INTRODUCTION

Finland, a small Nordic nation of only 4 million people, was almost continuously at war from November 1939 to April 1945. During this period the Finns were actually engaged in three separate and distinct conflicts: the Winter War, fought against the invading Red Army of the Soviet Union from late November 1939 to March 1940; the Continuation War against the USSR, fought alongside the German Army Group North on the Eastern Front from June 1941 to September 1944; and the Lapland War, from late September 1944 until April 1945, fought reluctantly to expel German forces from Finnish territory as a condition of the separate peace with the USSR which Finland’s Marshal Mannerheim succeeded – remarkably – in negotiating.

Finland, and her three Baltic neighbours south of the Gulf of Finland – Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania – had only achieved their independence from Russia in 1917–20 in the aftermath of World War I and the Bolshevik Revolution; in Finland’s case, independence was declared in December 1917 but only achieved in May 1918 after a civil war and the expulsion of Bolshevik troops. The Baltic states maintained their statehood as sovereign republics for only 20 years. On 23 August 1939 the Ribbentrop-Molotov pact was signed between Hitler’s Germany and Stalin’s Soviet Union; this non-aggression pact was to start in motion the reorganization of much of Europe under the control of these dictators, and it specifically assigned the Baltic region to the Soviet sphere of influence.
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On 5 October 1939 the Soviets demanded the right to establish military bases in all three Baltic states and in Finland. Additional demands on Finland included the revision of her southern border in Karelia by some 20 miles northwards in the Soviet Union’s favour, to create what the Soviets called a ‘buffer zone’ to protect Leningrad. The Russians also demanded to be granted a 30-year lease for the military use of the Hanko Peninsula, and the ceding of the islands of Koivisto, Suursaari, Lavansaari and Tytärsaari in the Gulf of Finland, along with the Finnish part of the Rybachi Peninsula in the far north-east on the Arctic Ocean. Accepting these demands would have forced the Finns to dismantle their defences in these territories, in return for which Stalin offered a large but useless tract of wilderness in Eastern Karelia.
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Finland in 1939–45. Only placenames mentioned in the text are included.

While the Baltic nations had little choice but to acquiesce to Stalin’s demands, their submission did not save them; in June 1940 all three were re-occupied by the Red Army, and in August they were annexed as ‘Soviet Socialist Republics’.1 Within another year, some 100,000 citizens of these republics had lost their lives at the hands of occupiers who looted, persecuted, executed, and carried out mass deportations in an effort to destroy the conscious identity of these countries forever. Finland stood alone in refusing the Soviet demands, while hoping (vainly) for decisive support from the League of Nations. The Finns were willing to discuss a compromise, but it was clear that the USSR’s demands were excessive and cynical. By conceding the areas demanded, Finland would lose the ability to defend herself from future Soviet aggression, which was entirely predictable. Inspired by a patriotic attachment to their long-awaited and hard-won independence, the Finnish people braced themselves for what the Soviet Union and the watching world regarded as a hopeless resistance to their huge neighbour.
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This group of Finnish soldiers during the Winter War all wear German M1916 steel helmets, one with a white cloth cover, and white snow coats on top of greatcoats. The tell-tale squared, curled-up toe identifies the Laplander boots. (Philip Jowett Collection)



1 See Men-at-Arms 363, Germany’s Eastern Front Allies (2) Baltic Forces


CHRONOLOGY

1939

September–October: ‘Mutual assistance pacts’ are signed between the three Baltic states of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania and the Soviet Union. Finland knows that she is next on the list for Soviet expansion, and begins preparations to resist. Although budget constraints do not allow for any major rearmament programme, the building of new defences begins on the Karelian Isthmus, to increase the number of bunker systems from 168 to 221.

Finland’s only significant defences are along the so-called Mannerheim Line (named after the commander-in-chief, Marshal Mannerheim), across the Karelian Isthmus from the Gulf of Finland in the west to Lake Ladoga in the east. This follows a serpentine course of roughly 80 miles through a terrain of forests and lakes.

9 October: Finland orders the mobilization of its armed forces.

11–12 October: A Finnish delegation meets with Soviet officials in Moscow, and is confronted with a series of unacceptable territorial demands.

14 October–13 November: Further negotiations between the Finns and Soviets take place, the former attempting to placate the latter without conceding anything of substance. On 13 November the talks are broken off, and immediate preparations are made for a Soviet offensive against Finland.
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9 February 1940: two Finnish soldiers lie ready to fire from behind cover. The original caption suggests that they are wearing gas masks because the Soviets were using chloride gas; this was not the case, but would have been useful propaganda in the campaign to attract foreign aid. There were two main types of Finnish-made gas mask; these men appear to be wearing the earlier and less effective m/30 model issued to the infantry, rather than the later m/38 designed for the artillery. (Philip Jowett Collection)

THE WINTER WAR, November 1939–March 1940

30 November 1939: The Finnish capital Helsinki is bombed, and Soviet armies totalling some 450,000 men cross Finland’s southern and eastern borders at several points. In the south, the Soviet 7th & 13th Armies (Gens Meretskov & Grendal) attack the Karelian Isthmus, with 12 divisions and 7 armoured brigades (120,000 men, 1,400 tanks and 900 artillery pieces), against a defending Finnish force (Isthmus Army – Gen Oestermann) of just 21,600, with 71 artillery pieces and 29 anti-tank guns. North of Lake Ladoga, the Finnish Talvela Group behind the eastern border faces the Soviet 8th & 9th Armies (14 divisions, 1 armoured brigade) on the central front; and on the arctic north-eastern front the North Finland Group (Gen Tuompo) faces the Soviet 14th Army (3 divisions). The Red Army, its command competence weakened by Stalin’s disastrous purges of the 1930s, is so complacent that not all the troops committed have even been issued winter clothing
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18 January 1940: Finnish ski patrol moving through a town, wearing the usual camouflage suits. Many Finns were already competent skiers, and the military placed great emphasis on their further training in this type of cross-country movement. Ski troops were well trained for small unit actions, but lack of funds pre-war prevented them from gaining experience of cooperating in larger formations. (Philip Jowett Collection)
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The crew of a Finnish-modified Russian Maxim heavy machine gun pictured in December 1939. All wear hooded snow-camouflage suits over their m/36 uniforms; all have different types of gloves, those on the right being Finnish Army issue. Note patches of light-coloured cloth buttoned to the front of their field caps – that on the right even appears to form a pocket? (Robert Hunt Library)

1 December: The Soviets proclaim a puppet Finnish Communist government in Moscow. 

3–6 December: Finnish advanced forces fall back in good order on the Main Line defences.

6  December: The Soviets reach the Main Line, and launch the first of several failed attacks. Britain and France decide to send supplies to Finland, but their ability to do so is gravely hampered by declarations of neutrality from Denmark, Norway and Sweden, preventing access across Norwegian and Swedish territories. 

14 December: USSR expelled from the League of Nations. Widespread sympathy for Finland is expressed in many countries. 

22 December: After holding their positions on the Main Line the Finns begin a counter-attack, which achieves little. 

29 December: Successful Finnish counter-attack north of Lake Ladoga against Soviet 8th Army.


Finnish order of battle, Suomussalmi, December 1939–January 1940

Task Force Susi

Separate Inf Bns 15 & 16

Bicycle Bn 6

2× Civil Guard bns

1× Frontier company

9th Division (formed 21 Dec 39)

Inf Regts 27, 64 & 65

Guerrilla Bn 1

Reconnaissance Bn 2

Pioneer Bn 22

Replacement Bn 4

Arty Regt 4 (elements)

 

(Total strength c.17,000 men, 11 field guns)



1940

7 January: Soviet Gen Timoshenko appointed to command North-West Group of Forces in Finland.

8 January: On the central front, the battle of Suomussalmi ends in a Finnish victory. The wooded terrain, cut by frozen lakes and waterways, is under 4 feet of snow, the temperature drops to –40°C, and blizzards prevent most Soviet air activity.

The Soviet 163rd Division begins its westwards advance from the border at Raate to Suomussalmi on 30 November 1939, its dispersed columns harassed by Finnish Civil Guards; it is followed by the 44th Motorized Division. The Soviet force – with a total strength of 48,000 men, 335 field guns, 100 tanks and 50 armoured cars – is attempting to cut Finland in two by a westwards drive to reach Oulu on the Gulf of Bothnia. United at Suomussalmi by 7 December, on the 11th the 163rd Div is attacked by the newly arrived units of the still-forming Finnish 9th Div and surrounded; its supply lines are disrupted, and its units separated into several ‘pockets’.2 An advance in support by the 44th Mot Div is halted short of Suomussalmi on 22 December by Finnish ski troops. Between 24 and 27 December an attempted Soviet breakout from Suomussalmi is foiled and the Finns counter-attack, annihilating the 163rd Div on 30 December. By 8 January 1940 the 44th Mot Div has suffered the same fate. At the end of the battle the booty taken by the Finns includes 43 tanks, 50 field guns, 25 anti-tank guns, 270 motor vehicles, 300 machine guns and 6,000 rifles. Only small detachments of Soviet troops escape from the field, and since only 1,300 are taken prisoner the great majority of the 48,000 men committed are believed to have been killed or to have died of privation.
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A second lieutenant leads a patrol, 1939/40, mounted on one of the sturdy Finnish breed of horses used by the Army throughout the 1939–45 period – some 70,000 of them during the Winter War, and 60,000 during the Continuation War. The officer wears m/36 winter uniform with the personal addition of a pair of fur gauntlets. His single rose of rank can be seen on his dark collar patch (so not, in this case, cavalry yellow), and on his shoulder strap a regimental badge or national lion emblem. (Marshall Kregal Collection)

 1 February: Timoshenko launches all-out offensive on Karelian Isthmus by 7th & 13th Armies, crossing ice on Viipuri Bay.

 5 February: British and French governments confirm plans to raise an expeditionary force to aid Finland, but the war will end before anything can be achieved. 

 8–11 February: Heavy Soviet attacks in Summa and Taipale sectors.

 11 February: Mannerheim Line breached near Summa by Soviet 123rd Division.

12  February: The USSR offers, via Swedish intermediaries, to negotiate peace terms with Finnish government. Heavy fighting as Red Army presses on towards Viipuri (Vyborg), supported by massive artillery and air attacks.

13  February: Major breakthrough on Karelian front by Soviet 13th Army.

15  February: Finnish Army begins to retreat on Karelian front.

26  February: The only real tank action of the Winter War takes place; the Finnish tanks are defeated, five out of six being destroyed.

27  February: The Finns are forced to give up their second or ‘Middle Line’ and withdraw to their rear defensive line.

28  February: Swedish volunteer force, SFK, is sent to Salla sector of north-central Märkäjärvi front.

29  February: Surrounded Soviet force of 3,800 men tries to break out of a pocket in East Lemetti in two separated groups. One group succeeds, the other fails; c.1,500 troops are killed, and the Finns capture 5 field guns, 71 tanks, 12 armoured cars and 206 trucks as well as about 2,000 rifles. The Uudenmaa Dragoons distinguish themselves in this battle, but take very heavy casualties.
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Finnish infantrymen, 1939/40, hunker down in a warm shelter which contains many creature comforts. Note the felt-and-leather Laplander boots and the white camouflage trousers. On the left a group of officers are using a field telephone. (Philip Jowett Collection)

1–12 March: Heavy fighting continues, and Soviet breakthroughs are achieved in several sectors; sheer weight of numbers is beginning to tell. Finnish defence lines are breached north of Viipuri; the town falls on 8 March, and Soviet troops advance in the Vilajoki and Kollaa sectors. In the Viipuri area the last of the Finnish reserves are committed to the fighting. A Finnish peace delegation leaves for Moscow.
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Finnish Jaegers pose with the bicycles which provided their transport during summer fighting; they would exchange these for skis when the snow became too deep. The three men in the foreground have fastened their packs to the handlebars, and the soldier on the left has a German M1935 helmet attached to his. They seem to wear straight-cut trousers. (Marshall Kregal Collection)
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An infantry section pause in a clearing during a winter patrol in 1942/43; the soldier on the right is armed with a captured Tokarev SVT-40 semi-automatic, and also holds the photographer’s rifle. They are all wearing m/36 winter uniforms; the second from the right is a lieutenant. (Marshall Kregal Collection)

12 March: Peace agreement reached; a ceasefire comes into effect at 11.00am on 13 March. Finnish casualties have reached about 25,000 killed and 45,000 wounded, out of armed forces totalling some 300,000, of which 80 per cent are reservists. Soviet deaths in battle and from privation have reached some 200,000, plus an unknown number of wounded which must be least twice as high again. Soviet failures have come as a severe shock to Stalin’s regime, and widespread military reforms are planned.

 Finland has to cede 16,000 square miles of territory in the Karelian Isthmus, the Salla region on the central front, and in the far north the Rybachiy Peninsula and Petsamo north-east of Murmansk; they also agree to lease Hanko to the Soviets for 50 years. Some 420,000 Finns – more than ten per cent of the total population – lose their homes and have to move to unoccupied parts of the country.
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An 81mm mortar team take a smoking break on the way to their front line positions during the Continuation War; the mortar is broken down into its components of tube, bipod and baseplate for carriage by three men. All four soldiers wear light m/22 caps and m/32 tunics, brought back into issue during 1941–44; some of the latter were pale grey, some a light olive-khaki. The youthfulness of three of the crew illustrates the strain of raising an army of 400,000 men from a total population of only ten times that many men, women and children of all ages. (Marshall Kregal Collection)

The interim peace, March 1940– June 1941

The Finns begin to look for new allies against the Soviets, and find them in Germany. Co-operation between Finland and Germany begins in autumn 1940, and German arms supplies begin to flow. After his lightning victories in the Low Countries and France in May–June 1940 and the thwarting of his hopes to invade Britain, Hitler concentrates on preparing for his long-planned final reckoning with the USSR – Operation ‘Barbarossa’, set for late June 1941. Early in that month German aircraft begin to arrive in Finland; and on the 22nd they fly from Finnish territory in support of the ground invasion of the Soviet Union.
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In this interesting photo a Finnish officer, in summer uniform with sidecap, stands on a derailed Soviet locomotive emblazoned with the red star and ‘CCCP’ (USSR). His men are attempting to dig the engine free, so that it can either be put back into service by its captors or scrapped. (Marshall Kregal Collection)

25 June 1941: Soviet bombers retaliate by attacking Finnish military and civilian targets, and a state of war between Finland and the USSR is declared that evening. Finland’s objectives are to recover territory lost to the Soviet Union in 1940, and to incorporate a large part of Russian East Karelia into ‘Greater Finland’.

THE CONTINUATION WAR, June 1941–September 1944

1941

29 June: First Finnish attacks southwards along the Soviet border on the Karelian Isthmus.

30 June: The Karelian Army is organized, to begin an offensive in Northern Karelia. This comprises VI and VII Corps and Group O, totalling 5 infantry divisions, 2 Jaeger brigades and a cavalry brigade, with the German 163rd Inf Div from Gebirgskorps Norwegen in reserve.

10 July: First major offensive by Karelian Army, which leads to a breakthrough in Korpiselkä area and to the collapse of enemy defences north of Lake Ladoga.

17 July: The 1939 border in Karelia is crossed, and the Finns take territory formerly part of the USSR.

 4 September: Karelian Army launches large scale offensive on Tuulos river.

 7 September: Finnish advance down Karelian Isthmus is halted near Leningrad. Despite appeals from Hitler, the Finns do not attempt to take the city.

 6 December: Britain declares war on Finland.

 8 December: Finland’s main war aims have been achieved, with the offensive on the Karelian Isthmus stopping at the old pre-1939 border, just over 6 miles from Leningrad. To the east, between Lakes Ladoga and Onega, the Finns have crossed the old border and advanced as far as the River Svir linking the southern ends of the two great lakes, taking the town of Petroskoi and the isthmuses of Maaselkä and Rukajärvi. With the former Soviet-controlled East Karelia in their hands, the Finns establish defensive positions; Marshal Mannerheim and President Ryti decide not to continue the advance towards the White Sea. The US threatens to declare war if the Finns take the Soviet port of Archangel, which would stop the flow of Lend-Lease supplies.

29 December: Finnish losses during this offensive phase of the Continuation War have been 25,475.

1942

1–21 January: Soviet offensive on the Maaselkä Isthmus, by 6 divisions, 3 marine brigades and 1 ski brigade, against 2 Finnish divisions, 2 Jaeger brigades and 2 independent battalions. The attack peters out without achieving any major objectives.

Throughout 1942 low level fighting continues; its limited scale can be judged by the fact that in June–December 1941 the Finns were losing an average of 464 men per day, but in 1942 only 59 men per day.

1943

12–18 January: Soviet offensive by Leningrad and Volkhov Fronts clears German troops from southern shore of Lake Ladoga and breaks the isolation of Leningrad, in the same month as the catastrophic loss of German 6th Army at Stalingrad. The Finnish leadership are convinced that the war is lost and that they should try to make peace.

15 February: Despite German pressure to take the offensive in order to cut the route for Western Lend-Lease supplies from the northwestern Soviet ports, Marshal Mannerheim declares that Finland will undertake no further offensive operations.

February–December: The rest of the year sees attempts to mediate some kind of separate peace between Finland and the USSR. American mediation comes to nothing, and Churchill insists that since Finland is an Axis power only unconditional surrender should be accepted.
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A unit of Finnish infantry parade near the ‘VKT Line’ defences on the Karelian Isthmus in 1943, wearing typical summer uniforms. Their headgear is a roughly even mixture of field and side caps, and their tunics and trousers are in various shades of grey cloth. Nearly all wear high leather boots. Several (e.g. left, foreground) have attached the coloured collar patches from service dress to these field tunics. (Marshall Kregal Collection)

1944

14 January: Five Soviet armies of the Leningrad Front (Gen Govorov) – 2nd Shock, 42nd, 67th, 8th & 54th – open an offensive which finally lifts the siege of the city of Leningrad. The Finnish South-East Army (Gen Oesch), holding the Karelian Isthmus, are in a direct line for any new Russian offensive, which is clearly only a matter of time. By June the German/Soviet front line on the Baltic has been pushed westwards to Narva in Estonia.
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Three infantrymen of JR 49 – Jalkaväkirykmentti 49, 49th Inf Regt – are pictured in the town of Kivennapa during the Continuation War. This regiment, with JR 7 and 28, provided the infantry of 2nd Division. The officer on the left wears a light overcoat with his m/36 summer uniform; the officer at centre and NCO at right (note the stripe across his shoulder strap) wear the basic uniform. Both the latter have knives at their belts; more often than not these were personal property – hunting knives were popular among the Finns, and were often finely crafted with bone or antler hilts. (Marshall Kregal Collection)

9 June: One of the most intense artillery bombardments of the war opens an attack by the Soviet 21st & 23rd Armies of the Karelian Front (Gen Meretskov) on the Finnish ‘VT Line’, the frontal defences of the Karelian Isthmus, with the initial objective of Viipuri. The Soviets force the Finnish defenders ten miles northwards up the western shore of Lake Ladoga in a single day, and the VT Line is abandoned on 16 June.

20 June: The secondary ‘VKT Line’ is broken, and Viipuri falls. The Finns hang on north of the city; in return for German assistance, President Ryti is forced to sign an agreement that he will not make a separate peace – which, for the sake of national survival, will be broken.

21 June: Gen Meretskov launches a parallel advance by his 7th Army further east, forcing the Finnish Karelian Army (Gen Heinrichs) northwards between Lakes Ladoga and Onega.

22 June: The Red Army launches Operation ‘Bagration’, its massive summer offensive along the whole Russian Front.

25 June–9 July: Battle of Tali-Ihantala. This monumental battle of attrition, fought in an area of some 40 square miles, is larger in scale than El Alamein, and is to prove the most decisive of the Continuation War – victory will save Finland from the fate of every other country in Eastern and Central Europe.

The main Soviet attacking force is the 21st Army, with a total of 150,000 men in 14 infantry divisions, with tank brigades, artillery, and other heavy support assets. Soviet artillery is concentrated in huge numbers, with ten guns every 100 yards, and these lay down some of the heaviest bombardments of World War II. Another Soviet advantage is the terrain, which is well suited to the use of their large numbers of tanks and other armour. Sheer numerical advantage means that the Soviets are – as in 1939–40 – confident of ‘steamrollering’ the Finns.
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The major Mannerheim Line defences across the Karelian Isthmus. VT Line = Vammelsuu-Taipale, VKT Line = Viipuri-Kuparsaari-Taipale. The Main Line was that built from the 1920s, and defended in December 1939; the others were built during 1941–44. The VT Line was still incomplete when it was hit by the Soviet offensive of June 1944. Over 400,000 cubic metres of concrete were used in more than 900 installations, including tank and artillery positions, mortar and machine gun emplacements, and accomodation bunkers; some stretches were served by railway spurs.
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This mortar team, about to move up into the front line with their infantry support squad, wear the old 1932-pattern summer uniform with the 1922 version of the field cap. With such large numbers of men under arms Finland’s resources were stretched to the limit, and older uniforms and equipment had to be re-issued. Mortar teams were trained to dismantle the weapon, move it up to 200 yards, and then get it back into action all within 5 minutes. (Marshall Kregal Collection)

Finnish forces total about 50,000 men of IV Corps (LtGen Taavetti Laatilkainen), with 50 per cent of the nation’s entire complement of artillery committed to the battle. The main Finnish assets committed at Tali-Ihantala are the 3rd, 4th, 6th & 18th Infantry Divs, the ‘Lagus’ Armd Div, and the 3rd ‘Blue’ Brigade. The Finnish artillery perform magnificently, and their accurate fire is one of the main factors in the victory. Another decisive advantage for the Finns is the stark fact that they are fighting not just for their own survival but for their nation’s very existence. It has often been said that if the battle had not gone the Finns’ way, then every man, woman and child in the country would have come to the front to fight the Soviets.

Soviet planning for the battle is not particularly thorough, and long supply lines to the front delay re-supply of first line units, holding up attacks. Frustrated Soviet commanders often resort to massive frontal attacks, which are skilfully blunted by the defenders. The Finns make good use of their German Panzerschreck anti-tank launchers, and these account for a large number of Soviet tanks – including 25 in one afternoon engagement. The fighting at Tali-Ihantala is as savage as in any battle on the Eastern Front, and losses are severe. The Soviet forces lose between 18,000 and 22,000 killed or wounded, with up to 600 tanks and some 200 aircraft destroyed.3 In proportion, Finnish losses are even higher: 8,561 killed or wounded. If this battle of attrition had gone on any longer they could not have sustained such a casualty rate. The whole of the Finnish force fights with great determination and skill, the Jaegers, artillery and armoured troops being particularly outstanding. 
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Soldiers photographed during the Continuation War, using a field telephone manufactured in neighbouring Estonia before its annexation by the USSR; Finland had bought most of its military telephones from the Estonians during the 1920s. The Finnish communications systems during the Winter War had been chaotic, however, and additional telephone and radio equipment had been purchased from numerous countries. Note that one man wears a sidecap, the other a field cap; both have summer uniforms, with a buttoned belt-support tab on the left side. (Brent Snodgrass Collection)

Had the Soviet 21st Army been victorious it could have continued north to take Helsinki, and the whole of Finland would have been occupied. The Finnish victory here is to save Finland when peace terms are agreed in September; Stalin has to revise his policy, and decides that a separate armistice should be made with Finland.

 

10 July: The Soviet High Command orders its forces on the Karelian Isthmus to take up purely defensive positions, and the best troops are moved elsewhere to fight against the Wehrmacht. Stavka does not need diehard Finnish resistance and a continuing heavy drain of casualties behind the right shoulder of its Leningrad and 1st, 2nd & 3rd Baltic Fronts, as they fight their way westwards into the Baltic states against fierce German and Baltic opposition.

July–September: Fighting continues throughout the summer but on a much reduced scale; local Finnish tactical successes do little to change the overall strategic situation. 

1–5 September: Peace negotiations take place and an armistice is agreed, with an official ceasefire coming into effect at 7.00am on 5 September.

THE LAPLAND WAR, September 1944–April 1945

Finland’s separate peace treaty with the Soviet Union naturally leads to conflict with her German former allies, at the behest of the Russians. The Lapland War will be basically a campaign to force all German forces from Finnish territory. On 2 September a demand that they withdraw by 15 September is made by Finnish Foreign Minister Carl Enckell to the German ambassador in Helsinki. All parties know that this deadline is impossible to meet, and that conflict between Finnish and German troops is therefore inevitable; but this is a price Finland has to pay if she is to avoid complete occupation by the Red Army. The Germans for their part have foreseen this rift, as they have been concerned about the possibility of a separate Russo-Finnish peace since as early as spring 1943. German troops have improved and extended the road network in Lapland in case they need an escape route to the Norwegian border.

 

7–15 September 1944: The Finns begin to withdraw civilians from Lapland with German co-operation; the former allies retain a mutual respect, and wish to avoid combat if at all possible. Germans begin to regroup in northern Lapland around the city of Petsamo; 20. Gebirgsarmee are worried about being cut off from the south by possible Soviet and Finnish attacks. The Finns begin to move northwards, hoping that the Germans will withdraw peacefully into Norway.
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Three soldiers photographed during the Continuation War while taking ‘rest and recreation’ – indulging in the favourite Finnish pastime of game hunting; at their feet lies a bear. The man on the right is wearing what appears to be the short blouse usually worn by the Civil Guard in summer. (Brent Snodgrass Collection)

13–25 September: The Finns move 4 divisions and 2 brigades northward. The 15th Bde and the 3rd, 11th and Armoured divisions move into positions in the area of Oulu; the Kajaani–Kuhmo area is assigned to the control of 6th Div and a Frontier Jaeger company.

15 September: Germans attack on island of Suursaari in an attempt to gain control of movement on the Gulf of Finland, so that the Soviet Navy will still be blockaded in its northern ports. Fighting between Finnish and German units costs the latter 1,250 casualties, and ends in Finnish success; meanwhile the Germans mine large parts of the Gulf.
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During the Lapland War, winter 1944/45, a group of Finnish soldiers clear mines left over by the Germans – one of the Soviet conditions laid down in the peace treaty. Finnish engineers removed some 31,000 mines, and relatively inexperienced personnel suffered a high casualty rate. (Lars Oramo Collection)

19 September: Peace treaty between Finland and USSR officially signed.

27–28 September: Fighting between Finns and German 20. Gebirgsarmee begins with skirmishes involving Finnish Armd Div at Pudasjärvi.

30 September: The Soviets demand full scale Finnish operations against the Germans or they will begin offensive operations of their own. 

1–8 October: Finnish local commander, LtGen Siilasvuo, attacks German garrison of Tornio on his own initiative; Germans counter-attack, and open warfare breaks out. On 7 September the Soviets successfully attack Petsamo, taking important nickel mining area.
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In this blurred but evocative photograph taken during the Soviet ‘Great Offensive’ of 1944, a tired anti-tank gun crew pose defiantly for the camera; at right foreground is a tank crewman, who may have joined his artillery comrades after his tank was knocked out. Even in the grim situation facing crews like this during the last campaign against the invading Red Army, one or two have managed half-smiles. It was the resistance of men like these that persuaded Stalin that the conquest of Finland would not be worth the cost. (Marshall Kregal Collection)

October 1944–April 1945: The Germans gradually withdraw from Lapland, following a ‘scorched earth’ policy which destroys about one-third of all dwellings in the region. A Finnish attack on the Lap capital of Rovaniemi succeeds, but the Germans leave almost the whole city in ruins. A Finnish attack at Lätäseno in January 1945 defeats the last major German force in Finland and leads to a general retreat. Although small German units remain in parts of Finland until the local end of World War II on 28 April, the fighting in the Lapland War ends in mid November 1944. This campaign against their erstwhile allies has cost the Finns a further 1,000 casualties and the Germans some 2,000.

To this day the Finns regard the Lapland War as an unnecessary conflict, forced upon them by Stalin as an act of revenge.



2 See below, ‘Tactics’.

3 At the start of the offensive the Red Air Force on this front had some 1,520 aircraft available; 5 weeks later the figure was 800. The Finns had only about 65 fighters; these pilots claimed 425 kills, and lost ten of their number. See Aircraft of the Aces 23 Finnish Aces of World War 2.
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OEBPS/images/9781782001256_images34.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781782001256_images37.jpg
WINTER WAR, 1939-40
1: Private, Infantry

2: Sniper

3: 1st Lieutenant, Infantry
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WINTER WAR, 1939-40
1: NCO, Infantry

2: Lieutenant, Infantry
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FINNISH HOME FRONT, 1941-44
1: 1st Lieutenant Instructor, Civil Guard

2: Volunteer, Boys’ Unit, Civil Guard
3: 1st Lieutenant, Frontier units
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LAPLAND WAR, 1944-45
1: Private, Infantry
2: Private, Infantry
3: Captain, Infantry
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CONTINUATION WAR, 1941-44
1: Machine gun crewman, Infantry
2: Lieutenant, Transport Corps

3: Lieutenant, Armd Bde/Div ‘Lagus’
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CONTINUATION WAR, 1941-44

1: Major, Light Detachment, 4th Inf Div
2: Sub-machine gunner, Infantry

3: Corporal, Horse Artillery
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