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SIMO HÄYHÄ: THE WHITE DEATH OF THE WINTER WAR
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Simo Häyhä, born on 17 December 1905 and immortalised by the sobriquet “The White Death”, was a Finnish marksman of legendary renown whose exploits during the Winter War between Finland and the Soviet Union secured his place among the most formidable snipers in the history of warfare. Armed principally with a Finnish-manufactured M/28-30 rifle — a refined variant of the Mosin–Nagant — and the Suomi KP/-31 submachine gun, Häyhä is credited with an extraordinary number of confirmed kills, reputedly exceeding five hundred enemy combatants within a period of scarcely one hundred days. This prodigious tally, achieved under conditions of extreme cold and ceaseless peril, has earned him enduring recognition as the deadliest sniper in the annals of warfare.

Born on 17 December 1905 in the modest hamlet of Kiiskinen, within the Rautjärvi municipality of Viipuri Province in southern Finland, Häyhä was the seventh of eight children born to Juho and Katriina Häyhä, devout Lutheran farmers of sturdy stock. His early years were spent in the pastoral labours of the Mattila family farm, where he developed both resilience and a quiet diligence. Educated in the village school of Miettilä, the young Simo assisted his family in tilling the land, and devoted his leisure hours to hunting and skiing — pursuits which would later prove invaluable in his military career.

At seventeen, Häyhä joined the Suojeluskunta — the Finnish Civil Guard — wherein his skill with a rifle was soon evident. He became a fixture at local marksmanship competitions across the Viipuri Province, amassing numerous trophies. Yet, despite his growing acclaim, Häyhä remained a man of profound modesty, often choosing the shadows of group photographs rather than the limelight that his prowess might have demanded.

In 1925, at the age of nineteen, he commenced his fifteen-month term of compulsory military service with the Bicycle Battalion No. 2 in Raivola, subsequently attending Non-Commissioned Officer School and serving as a conscript officer in Terijoki. His formal training as a sniper, however, did not occur until 1938, at a specialised training facility in Utti — a fateful year, for the storm clouds of war were already gathering over Europe.

When the Winter War erupted in November 1939, Häyhä was assigned to the 6th Company of Infantry Regiment 34, under the command of Lieutenant Aarne Juutilainen, at the now-legendary Battle of Kollaa. There, amidst forests buried under metres of snow and in temperatures plummeting between –40 and –20°C, Häyhä lay in patient ambush, garbed entirely in white. His Soviet adversaries, deprived of camouflage and ill-prepared for the brutal Nordic climate, made for conspicuous targets against the wintry expanse.

During this time, the Red Army — still reeling from Stalin’s Great Purge, which had decimated its officer corps — found itself ill-coordinated and vulnerable. Finnish reports claim that it was the Soviet soldiers themselves who christened Häyhä “The White Death” (Belaja Smert), though later historians have debated whether the epithet was instead a construct of Finnish wartime propaganda. Regardless of origin, the name struck terror into the hearts of the invaders and became emblematic of the near-mythical Finnish defender, invisible yet deadly.

In scarcely three months of combat, Häyhä is reputed to have slain an average of five enemy soldiers per day, all while contending with the minimal daylight of the Arctic winter. His confirmed tally — meticulously logged and verified only when the fallen could be seen — excluded any unconfirmed deaths or those achieved with his submachine gun while leading his men. On 21 December 1939, he achieved his most lethal day’s work, dispatching twenty-five foes. By February 1940, his regimental commander, Antero Svensson, honoured him with a specially inscribed rifle in recognition of 219 confirmed sniper kills, with an equal number reputedly felled by his submachine gun.

Häyhä’s choice of weaponry reflected both practicality and instinct. He favoured the iron sights of his trusted SAKO M/28-30 over telescopic scopes, for the latter required the sniper to raise his head slightly — a fatal exposure. Iron sights, moreover, were impervious to fogging in the frigid air and did not glint in sunlight, which could betray a marksman’s position. Ever the pragmatist, Häyhä adapted to his environment: he packed snow before his rifle to deaden the telltale muzzle flash, and kept snow in his mouth to prevent his breath from revealing him in the cold air.

His small stature — a mere 160 centimetres — proved an asset, enabling him to conceal himself in shallow snow pits from which he would observe and strike without warning. Each day, long before dawn, he would crawl into his prepared position and remain motionless until nightfall, sustained only by small portions of bread and sugar secreted in his pockets.

Fate caught up with Häyhä on 6 March 1940, just a week before the war’s end. A Soviet explosive bullet struck him in the lower jaw, shattering his face beyond recognition. Mistaken for dead, he was placed upon a heap of corpses — until a twitch of his foot betrayed a spark of life. He awoke in hospital a week later, on the very day that peace was declared. Reading of his own death in a newspaper, he promptly wrote to correct the error.

His recovery was arduous, requiring numerous surgeries and leaving him permanently scarred. Yet his spirit remained unbroken. When the Continuation War erupted in 1941, he volunteered once again for front-line service, only to be refused due to his grievous injuries. Thereafter, he returned to the quietude of rural life, tending his farm and devoting himself to hunting — a pursuit that once again brought him solace.

Though lauded as a national hero, Häyhä bore his fame with characteristic humility. He received multiple decorations for valour, including the Medals and Crosses of Liberty, as well as an honorary rifle presented personally by Field Marshal Mannerheim. In August 1940, he was promoted directly from the lowest non-commissioned rank to that of vänrikki (second lieutenant) — an extraordinary recognition of his wartime merit.

After the war, Häyhä resettled in Ruokolahti, near the Soviet border, his family’s original farm having been lost in the peace settlement. There he led a simple life, farming, hunting, and breeding dogs. Despite the visible scars upon his face, he was known locally as a gentle, reserved man of few words, often seen with his loyal dog, Kille, at his side.

He never married, and though he bore the invisible wounds of loneliness and memory, he retained the respect and affection of those who knew him. In later years, he spoke little of the war, dismissing his unparalleled skill with the words, “Practice.” When, in his ninety-sixth year, he was asked whether he felt remorse for his deeds, he replied simply: “I did what I was told, as well as I could. There would be no Finland if everyone had not done the same.”
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