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Preface


The year 2010 marked the 70th anniversary of the Winter War between Finland and the Soviet Union. It is traditionally called the ‘Winter War’ in the West, while in the former USSR it is called the ‘Finnish War’ or the ‘Soviet– Finnish War’. The war lasted for just 105 days but left a deep trace in the history of Finland and the USSR. The war united Finnish society, which was still suffering from the scars of civil war. For the USSR and the Red Army, the war became a costly but valuable lesson: a sort of exam before the war with a far more formidable enemy – Nazi Germany.


After the end of the Second World War, Soviet researchers paid little attention to the Winter War. In Finland, the war was researched thoroughly via Finnish documents, as Soviet archives were kept secret from all. Even now, this is probably the least researched campaign of the Second World War. Books about the war in Russian, Finnish and English are full of myths and incorrect information. This is only natural, as Finnish and Russian are not the most commonly studied languages in the world (and not the world’s easiest!). I spent eight years of my life studying Finnish in order to research the Finnish military archives. In our times, the Russian archives are finally open for researchers from all over the world. Nevertheless, language and distance remain a serious barrier. All these factors contributed to the one-sided view of the Winter War in the West. The purpose of this book is to correct that view to some extent. In this book, I would also like to give the view from both the Soviet and the Finnish sides. It is also crucial for me to make voices of ordinary soldiers from the Winter War heard.


It is not possible to give a comprehensive description of each battle and skirmish that was fought along a front of over 1,300 kilometres. Some battles will be described in brief, some in the greatest possible detail. Both Finnish and Soviet viewpoints are in the book. This is one more purpose of the book – to explain the actions of the Red Army and see the reason for its failures in the Winter War. Everyone knows the Soviet invasion plan went terribly wrong; but few know the precise reasons why.


In this book, the campaign on land is stressed. Naval and air combat are largely omitted, as this is a topic for a whole different book. Whenever possible, descriptions of battles are augmented by memories of veterans from both sides. It is widely known that the war was fought in extreme winter conditions, but it is important to know what that felt like for rank-and-file soldiers of both sides.


The terrain of the theatre of operations – tundra and forest-covered wilderness – dictated the nature of the war. Red Army units advanced along roads from the USSR into Finland with a continuous front line existing only on the Karelian Isthmus. The war disintegrated into a series of isolated battles, often many miles away from each other. A Soviet division or rifle corps advanced along a road into Finland, with Finnish units trying their best to stop them. The width of the front was 5–10 kilometres from the road at most. The rest was just taiga forest and swamps. Both sides used flanking manoeuvres as best they could, according to their training, expertise and resources. That is why the book is split into chapters by theatre of operations and timeline of the campaign.


Finally, in order to avoid confusion, all events mentioned in the book are given according to Moscow time.


Bair Irincheev
Spring–summer 2009, Helsinki–St Petersburg–Karelian Isthmus
bair@bair-travels.com




CHAPTER 1


Plans and Preparations


Finland and Russia shared a troubled history in the 1900s, with the roots of the conflict going back to the Middle Ages. Starting from the thirteenth century, the Karelian Isthmus, Finland and the Baltics became a battlefield for two rising superpowers – Sweden and Russia. Borders were moved in favour of the country that had a winning hand or better army at any given moment. Wars and border skirmishes repeated themselves regularly throughout the Middle Ages. The Swedes founded the castle of Vyborg in 1293 and continued to expand their influence in Karelia and the Baltic.


Finland was traditionally a domain of Sweden, but with the rise of the Russian Empire in the 1700s the border moved closer and closer to Stockholm. Finally, the war of 1808–1809 changed the fate of Finland: Sweden lost the last major war against Russia and Finland was incorporated into the Russian Empire as the Grand Duchy of Finland. The new province retained vast autonomy and privileges, granted by Alexander I of Russia. Alexander even granted Vyborg to the Grand Duchy. Towards the end of the 1800s the new Russian Tsar, Alexander III, abolished most of these privileges in a project to make his vast empire more homogeneous in terms of language, government, bureaucracy and other aspects. The Finnish intellectual elite saw this as a threat to their national culture and autonomy. As in many other European empires, an independence movement began to grow.


The First World War, the Russian Revolution and the collapse of the Russian Empire gave Finland a chance to become independent for the first time in its history. On 6 December 1917 the country officially split with the Russian Empire or, rather, what was left of it.


However, independence did not bring peace. A bloody civil war was fought in 1918. The Whites were supported by Sweden and Germany, while the Reds were supported by Soviet Russia. The war ended with the defeat of the Reds and their flight to Russia or extermination. During the civil war Mannerheim, Commander-in-Chief of the White forces, gave his famous ‘Drawn Sword’ speech, in which he claimed that his sword would be drawn as long as Eastern Karelia remained in Soviet hands. Some ultra right-wing White officers made several raids into Soviet Karelia in order to annex these territories to Finland. Such raids were made on several occasions in 1918 and 1920. However, the local Karelian population was scared off by the atrocities that the Whites committed during these raids and mostly did not support them.


Peace between Soviet Russia and Finland was signed in 1920 in Tartu, Estonia. Russia was still torn and weakened by civil war and Finland received very favourable borders. On the strategically important Karelian Isthmus, the border was drawn along the Sister river (‘Raja-joki’ or ‘Border river’ in Finnish). At the closest point the border was only 32 kilometres from Petrograd (later Leningrad), the second-largest city of Soviet Russia. Proximity and lack of certainty regarding the Finnish border caused Lenin to shift the capital from Petrograd to Moscow in 1918.


It is important to note that, although diplomatic relations between the two countries were established and borders set, relations remained cool to say the least. Ideological differences, the imperial past and a nationalistic anti-Russian campaign triggered in Finland all contributed to this.


As the Soviet Union regained its status as a great European military power, Stalin started a project to expand Soviet influence in the Baltic. Soviet leaders approached the governments of Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia, requesting land and naval bases for the Soviet Armed Forces. A similar request was sent to Finland. In addition to the request to rent Hanko as a naval base, Soviet leaders demanded a shift of the border north from the Sister river, beyond Vyborg. The Soviets were offering an area three times larger in Karelia as compensation. However, such an exchange would have meant a loss of the Karelian Isthmus with all its fortifications and Vyborg – the second-largest city of Finland at that time. Several rounds of negotiations were held in Moscow but politicians failed to reach a compromise. Finally, in early November 1939, Stalin and his close associates decided to resolve the matter by war. Hasty preparation for a military campaign began. On the political front, Stalin formed a puppet government from surviving Finnish communists in the USSR and created the Finnish People’s Army. At the same time the regular Finnish Army had been secretly mobilized in October 1939, during the extraordinary exercises of the reservists, and was standing ready at the main defence line.


The casus belli appeared on 26 November 1939. The Soviet side claimed that Finnish artillery had fired across the border at Mainila village, killing seven Red Army men. The Finns denied all accusations and called for an international investigation but the USSR would not comply. A propaganda campaign was unleashed in the Soviet Union, calling on the Red Army to deal with the ‘troublesome’ neighbour’s rulers once and for all. The Red Army was to stretch out a helping hand to the oppressed Finnish people and bring freedom and democracy to Finland.


On 30 November 1939 the Soviet Air Force delivered several strikes on targets in Finland, including Helsinki, and the Red Army crossed the border. All this was done without an official declaration of war. The whole world believed the campaign would only last a couple of weeks and would end with the hoisting of the red banner atop the presidential palace in Helsinki. But things would turn out differently. The world looked on with awe as Finland defended its independence, stopping and defeating the Red Army. The course of events regarding the struggle on land is described in the pages that follow.



The Opposing Forces


The Winter War is often described as a ‘David and Goliath’ battle and indeed the contrast between the resources and equipment of the two armies is staggering. Nevertheless, it is important to note that the over-optimistic Soviet plan was to crush Finland with units of the Leningrad Military District only. Resources available in the Leningrad District were rather limited, and it would be wrong to state that, at the outbreak of the Winter War, Finland was facing the entire Red Army.


A basic unit in both armies was the infantry division, called a ‘rifle division’ in the Red Army. The basic composition of both Finnish and Soviet divisions was the same: each division had three regiments with supporting artillery and other units. The most important difference between Finnish and Soviet divisions was in their firepower and the equipment of supporting units. A Finnish infantry division had one artillery regiment of three battalions. Two-thirds of the artillery pieces were light 3-inch guns, most of them inherited from the Russian Imperial Army. Heavy howitzers made up the rest. Each Finnish division also had a light unit, comprising a cavalry squadron, a bicycle company, and a heavy machine-gun platoon.


A Soviet division had an artillery regiment and a howitzer regiment, with a greater share of large-calibre artillery pieces. Each division also had an anti-tank battalion with twelve 45mm anti-tank guns. In addition to division-level artillery, each rifle regiment had its own regimental battery of four regimental 3-inch guns and an AT battery of six 45mm anti-tank guns. Thus the superiority of a Soviet division over its Finnish opponent was more than twofold. Each Soviet rifle division had a tank battalion, but their composition varied greatly. A tank battalion could have from ten to forty tanks. The equipment of the tank battalions was light: T-37 and T-38 amphibious tanks and T-26 tanks of all models. Equivalent to a Finnish light unit in Soviet divisions was a scout battalion, with cavalry squadron, armoured car company and motorcycle company. The composition of Finnish and Soviet divisions is presented at the end of the book in Appendix II.


Four detached heavy artillery battalions represented the Finnish Army’s heavy artillery branch. Heavy, corps and supreme command reserve artillery regiments and independent battalions represented the Red Army’s artillery branch. These heavy units were attached to rifle corps and armies to strengthen the direction of the main axis of advance. Artillery units had guns and mortars up to 280mm in calibre.


The detached tank company represented Finnish tank units, with thirty-two Vickers 6-ton tanks and a bunch of outdated Renault FT-17 tanks. The 20th Heavy Tank Brigade (named after S. M. Kirov) and numerous light tank brigades represented Soviet tank units. Each brigade had from three to five tank battalions and fielded from 100–200 tanks with support and supply units.


Soviet tank battalions fielded specialized armoured vehicles known as ‘chemical tanks’ and ‘teletanks’. Chemical tanks, built on the chassis of the T-26 light tank, were armed with a compressed-air-operated thrower, which could spray poisonous chemicals, gases, burning liquids or decontaminating liquids onto the surrounding terrain. Detached tank battalions fielded some thirty to forty chemical tanks. In the Winter War they were used only as flamethrower tanks. The range of flame-throwers was 50–100 metres, depending on the tank’s model.


Teletanks were probably the most unusual and high-tech Soviet armoured weapon of the late 1930s. Teletanks were radio-operated chemical tanks, which could be deployed in battle without a crew. Each teletank had a control vehicle, from which the crew directed the world’s first battle robot. A teletank and a control vehicle formed a battle pair. A teletank could also be manned as a regular chemical tank. From the outside, a teletank looked like a regular chemical tank: the only difference was the presence of a second antenna on the turret. The 217th Detached Tank Battalion fielded eight battle pairs in the Battle of Summa in December 1939–February 1940. Detached tank battalions were attached either to tank brigades or to rifle divisions.


It is important to note the explosive growth of the Red Army in the 1930s and the purges that took place in the same period. This led to a degradation in the training level of commanders. Majors, not colonels, led regiments. There was a consistent lack of division-level commanders. However, it is important to note that most of the Soviet colonels, kombrigs and commanders of higher rank were not new to war: they all had battle experience from the First World War as non-commissioned officers or privates in the Russian Imperial Army, rising to commanders in the Red Army during the Russian Civil War.


In this book I do not use the terms ‘officers’ and ‘NCOs’ when referring to the Red Army. These terms were not officially used in the Red Army until 1943, as the words were connected with the Russian Imperial Army. The Red Army tried to distance itself from its imperial predecessor as much as possible. The term ‘senior commander’ or ‘commander’ was used for a commanding officer, and ‘junior commander’ was used for a non-commissioned officer.


The political branch of the Red Army was established during the Russian Civil War in order to ensure the loyalty of certain former Tsarist officers to the Soviet state. As time moved on, however, the role of political workers and commissars changed to encompass political education, morale and propaganda. At company and battalion level, political workers took part in combat together with their unit and often replaced a killed or wounded commander in battle. In fact, the casualty rate of company-level political workers was sometimes as high as that of commanders.



Red Army Plans


The Red Army had certain plans in case of war with Finland, just like any army. However, in autumn 1939 all plans were scrapped and a new plan for a military campaign against Finland was developed. The order to develop new invasion plans was issued to Kirill Meretskov, Commander of Leningrad Military District, shortly before the war, when it became obvious to the Soviet leadership that there would be no peaceful solution following negotiations with Finland.


The whole invasion of Finland was planned as a local military operation by the Leningrad Military District. The basic assumption of the plan was that the Finnish Army would not be able to resist due to its limited resources. Meretskov’s plan was to destroy the Finnish Army in a battle at the border and quickly march into the Finnish heartland via main roads leading from the USSR. The plan was hastily developed in November 1939 and was only completed in mid-November. Four armies were earmarked for the invasion; they were to operate along the entire length of the Finnish border, from the Gulf of Finland in the south to the tundra landscapes of Petsamo.


The Seventh Army, under Komandarm 2nd Class V. F. Yakovlev, attacked Finnish positions on the Karelian Isthmus. At the outbreak of hostilities the Seventh Army fielded nine rifle divisions (70th, 24th, 43rd, 49th, 90th, 123rd, 138th, 142nd and 150th) and four tank brigades (20th Heavy Tank Brigade, 35th Light Tank Brigade, 39th Light Tank Brigade and 40th Light Tank Brigade). The army was reinforced with several heavy artillery regiments. The X Tank Corps (with the 1st Light Tank, 13th Light Tank and 15th Motor Rifle Brigades) was in the army’s reserve, ready to exploit the success of the rifle units at the front. The mission of the Seventh Army was to break through the Finnish defences on the Karelian Isthmus, destroy Finnish units and reach the Viipuri–Vuoksi line. After this, the army was to continue its offensive in the direction of Lappeenranta, Lahti and finally Helsinki.


Although the Red Army was aware of the Finnish defences on the Karelian Isthmus, the latest intelligence dated back to 1937 and was incomplete, as the most important fortifications were built after that date. Furthermore, maps of the Finnish fortifications were sent to the troops too late or were too inaccurate to be of use.


The whole campaign was to last no more than three weeks. This meant the Seventh Army had to advance at a pace of 20 kilometres a day – almost the same pace as a peacetime march for a rifle division in those days.


The Eighth Army, under Komdiv Khabarov, was to advance north from Lake Ladoga. This army fielded the 139th, 56th, 168th, 18th and 155th Rifle Divisions, as well as the 34th Light Tank Brigade. The army was reinforced with several heavy artillery regiments. The mission of the Eighth Army was to reach the Sortavala–Joensuu line and continue west and south-west into the heartland of Finland. This also meant getting into the rear of the Finnish defences on the Karelian Isthmus.


The Ninth Army, under Komkor M. P. Dukhanov, was founded on 15 November even further to the north. The army fielded four rifle divisions: the 44th, 54th (Mountain), 122nd and 163rd. At the outbreak of war the 44th Rifle Division was still on its way to the front from Zhitomir, Ukraine. The mission of the army was to capture Kajani and then Oulu, thus cutting Finland in two at its narrowest spot.


The Fourteenth Army, under Komandarm V. A. Frolov, was to advance in the extreme north. The army fielded two rifle divisions and one mountain rifle division, with most of the units still on the way to the front. The mission of the Fourteenth Army was to capture Petsamo in cooperation with the Northern Fleet and prevent possible landings by the Western Allies on the Kola Peninsula, as well as any Allied offensive from Norway.


Soviet plans were so hastily prepared that, even before the start of the campaign, some commanders had their doubts. However, an atmosphere of self-confidence in the Red Army prevailed. The Red Army had just defeated Japanese units at Khalkin-Gol in Mongolia, and successfully incorporated the Western Ukraine and Western Byelorussia into the USSR. All the campaigns of the Red Army before the Winter War were victorious and Soviet propaganda described the Red Army as ‘legendary and unbeatable’. The Red Army was well equipped with the newest military equipment and it was the pride of the Soviet Union. However, the purges of the 1930s had left their mark on morale. Some commanders were promoted too quickly without proper experience, some disappeared, but the worst consequence of the purges was an atmosphere of distrust and fear among the commanders, who feared that their subordinates would complain to the political workers or NKVD: consequently, in some cases, commanders followed the will of their men.



Finnish Options


The Finnish general staff developed plans for the country’s defence during the twenty years of independence. By 1939 two plans were in place, designed to cope with different political and military situations in Europe. These plans were designated VK 1 (Russian Concentration 1) and VK 2 (Russian Concentration 2).


VK 1 assumed a very favourable situation for Finland. This scenario assumed that the armed forces of the Soviet Union were tied up in battles all along the USSR’s western borders with Europe, preventing deployment of sufficient forces against Finland. In such a situation, the Finnish Army was planning not only to defend the country’s independence but also to bite off some chunks of land from its mighty eastern neighbour. According to this plan, advancing Red Army units would be stopped on Finland’s Karelian Isthmus at Inkilä– Hatjalahdenjärvi–Summa–Muolaanjärvi–Yskjärvi–Lipola–Rautu–Taipale. Then the Finns were to counter-attack and regain the state border, or even cross it, in order to gain better defensive ground.


To the north, from Lake Ladoga, Finnish units were to counter-attack from the area of Pitkäranta–Suojärvi and advance into Soviet Karelia and the area of Tuloksa–Vedlozero–Syamozero.


Further to the north, the Finns were to counter-attack from the Lieksa– Kuhmo area, capturing Reboly and continuing deep into Soviet territory towards Rugozero. At Suomussalmi Finnish ski units were to cross the border, capture Voknavolok and continue towards the Murmansk railway. This plan was, to a great extent, implemented in the summer campaign of 1941, when the USSR was embraced in a deadly fight with Nazi Germany and could not deploy large numbers of troops against the Finnish offensive.


VK 2 was a more pessimistic plan, assuming unfavourable conditions for Finland: consequently, its nature was more defensive. The plan implied a rigid defence of the Inkilä–Hatjalahdenjärvi–Muolaanjärvi–Vuoksi–Suvanto–Taipale line. North of Ladoga, three options for the Finnish main defence line could be chosen, depending on the situation at the front. Nevertheless, Finnish action north of Ladoga implied repelling the Soviet offensive and launching a counteroffensive. Units in the north of Finland had no special plan and they were to act according to the VK 1 plan.


The most important step that Finland undertook in autumn 1939 was the decision to carry out what became known as ‘extraordinary manoeuvres’ (YH) for all reservists. In effect, the manoeuvres meant a secret mobilization of the Finnish Army. The term ‘mobilization’ could not be used for obvious reasons in those days (mobilization of an army was almost equal to a declaration of war), and yet the Finns managed to concentrate their forces on the main defence line. Throughout October and November Finnish troops built additional fortifications and performed intensive combat training at squad–platoon– company–battalion level, with live ammunition firing and advanced tactics courses. Counter-attacks against Soviet breaches of the main defence line were rehearsed time and again. When war began, the main defence line was indeed home turf for Finnish troops: they knew every inch of the battlefield like their back garden. These two months of training and preparation played a crucial role in the battles of December 1939, largely contributing to the Soviet failure.


During autumn 1939 the Finnish Field Army was formed, as well as delaying troop units. The main task of the Field Army was to hold the main defence line and carry out counter-attacks. The Field Army consisted of infantry divisions with supporting artillery and was stationed along the main defence line as early as October 1939. The main task of the delaying troops was to fight a delaying action in the area between the border and the main defence line, winning time, inflicting losses, and depriving the Red Army of the element of surprise. Reservists that lived in border areas became the backbone of the delaying troops. The basic unit of delaying troops was a detached battalion, normally formed from reservists from one village or parish. Along with reservists, delaying troops also had mobile units – Jaeger battalions and bicycle battalions, as well as the Uusimaa Dragoon Regiment and the Häme Cavalry Regiment. These units were supported by weak and obsolete artillery in detached batteries. The delaying troops were well trained, mobile and highly motivated. The most important dilemma for Finnish generals and the Commander-in-Chief, Mannerheim, was the use of the delaying troops – should they hold their ground as long as possible or carry out a fast delaying action and quickly withdraw behind the main defence line? The latter option was implemented, as Finnish generals wanted the delaying troops intact at the main defence line as mobile reserves.


Finnish units were distributed in accordance with the importance of the theatre of operations. The Karelian Isthmus was defended with the bulk of Finnish forces. The western part of the Isthmus was the responsibility of the II Army Corps, under Lieutenant-General Harald Ökvist. The Eastern Isthmus was defended by the III Army Corps, which comprised the 8th and 10th Infantry Divisions.


The IV Army Corps defended the area north from Lake Ladoga. Other theatres of operations in the north were considered unimportant in Finnish pre-war plans and were defended by small forces of delaying troops.


The Finnish defence plan in the Winter War was simple. The main defence line was to be held at all costs. Lack of anti-tank weapons influenced tactics: the main task of Finnish defenders was to separate Soviet tanks and infantry, as tanks alone could not hold captured terrain. Strongpoints that were lost were to be recaptured in counter-attacks by platoon-, company-, or battalion-sized task forces.


In all Finnish plans the Karelian Isthmus was the main theatre of operations. The mainstay of the Finnish defences on the Karelian Isthmus was the main defence line, built during the twenty years of Finland’s independence. The Mannerheim Line could easily be the subject of a separate book. The reader can find more detailed information on the Line at the author’s web page: www.mannerheim-line.com.




CHAPTER 2


December 1939: Soviet Failure on the Karelian Isthmus


The commander of the Seventh Army, Yakovlev, had two rifle corps and a tank corps at his disposal on 30 November 1939. His units were to advance on the Isthmus towards Viipuri and Käkisalmi along two strategic axes. The XIX Rifle Corps, under Komdiv Starikov, advanced towards the main objective, Viipuri. This corps was reinforced with two howitzer regiments and one heavy artillery regiment. The L Rifle Corps, under Komdiv Gorelenko, with two artillery regiments of the Stavka Reserve, advanced on Käkisalmi. The Soviet units were to engage the Finns’ main defence line within four to five days. The same amount of time was allocated for penetrating the line. After the breakthrough, the Seventh Army had some five days to spend pursuing the enemy before capturing Viipuri and Käkisalmi. The X Tank Corps was to enter the battle after the main defence line had been breached. One week after capturing Viipuri, units of the Seventh Army were to enter Helsinki, the Finnish capital, supposedly ending the military campaign.


The pace of advance was set at 20 kilometres a day. Soviet commanders did not expect any strong opposition from the Finnish Army. Soviet ideological statements suggested that Finnish workers and peasants would not fire on their ‘class brothers’ and would join the Red Army. This proved completely wrong: all Finns fought with great determination, regardless of their political views.


It is also important to mention that the Seventh Army had almost the same number of infantrymen as the Finnish II and III Army Corps combined. This meant that, even if the Seventh Army managed to penetrate the Finnish main defence line on the Isthmus, it would have no additional forces to develop the offensive operation. On the other hand, Finnish forces on the Karelian Isthmus had enough reserves to plug gaps and also carry out counter-attacks in case of a Soviet breakthrough.


Another crucial weakness in the Soviet plan was that it completely ignored the nature of Finland’s terrain. Due to the country’s dense forests, Soviet tank units could only advance along roads but even the well developed road network of the Karelian Isthmus could not bear all the tanks, gun tractors, armoured cars and trucks that crossed the border on 30 November 1939. Traffic jams, confusion and delays ensued, severely compromising Soviet logistics. This, in turn, led to the failure of the first assault on the Mannerheim Line on the Karelian Isthmus while, north of Lake Ladoga, a catastrophe was to unfold.



The Eastern Isthmus: Vanished Hopes


According to the original plan, the main thrust of the Seventh Army was towards Viipuri, then Hamina and Kotka and on to Helsinki. However, the action of the Finnish delaying troops was much more effective than Yakovlev expected. The distance from the border to the Finnish main defence line was also larger on the west of the isthmus. In the east of the isthmus there were just 25 kilometres from the border to the main defence line, and Finnish delaying troops were few in number.


The L Rifle Corps quickly advanced in the east and reached the Finnish main defence line in six days. This fast pace caused Meretskov to shift the main thrust of the Seventh Army to the Rautu–Kiviniemi–Käkisalmi axis, along the highway and along the western bank of Lake Ladoga. Additional units were dispatched to this area. Meretskov ordered the formation of a spearhead group, named ‘Right Group’, under Komkor V. D. Grendal. Before this appointment, Grendal was inspector of artillery of the Seventh Army. The Right Group comprised the 150th Rifle Division, under Kombrig S. A. Knyazkov, and the 49th Rifle Division, under Kombrig P. I. Vorobyev, as well as the 19th Rifle Regiment from the 142nd Rifle Division.


Battle order No. 11, issued by Leningrad Military District on 5 December 1939, set objectives for the L Rifle Corps and the Right Group. These large units were to cross Lake Suvanto at Kiviniemi and the River Taipale at Koukkuniemi. The 142nd and 90th Rifle Divisions were to advance from Kiviniemi to Räisälä and then turn to the Kirvu–Hiitola railway. Units of the Right Group were to get both rifle divisions immediately to the northern bank of the river and advance into the flank and rear of Finnish defences. The X Tank Corps was ready behind the L Rifle Corps and the Right Group, waiting to exploit the success.


General-Major Heinrich’s III Army Corps defended the Eastern Isthmus. The corps comprised Colonel Winel’s 8th Infantry Division at Kiviniemi and Colonel Kauppila’s 10th Infantry Division at Suvanto and Taipale. Lieutenant-Colonel Merikallio’s 24th Infantry Regiment was defending Kiviniemi. Lieutenant-Colonel Warttiovaara’s 29th Infantry Regiment held a wide front from Haitermaa to Vilakkala. The Taipale sector was held by the 28th Infantry Regiment, under Lieutenant-Colonel Sihvonen. Lieutenant-Colonel Laurila’s 23rd Infantry Regiment was in the corps’ reserve. (This is the regiment depicted in the famous Finnish war movie Talvisota (Winter War), which came out in 1989.)


Units from the Finnish Navy were responsible for defending the banks of the Ladoga and its islands. The Ladoga sector was under the command of the III Army Corps. The so-called ‘Isthmus sector’ was formed at Taipale. It comprised the coastal batteries of Järisevä, Kaarnajoki and the artillery forts at Lake Suvanto.


The 28th Infantry Regiment was supported by strong artillery (by Finnish standards of 1939). The artillery comprised the 1st and 2nd Battalions of the 10th Artillery Regiment and the 4th Heavy Detached Artillery Battalion, as well as the Kaarnajoki and Järisevä coastal batteries. Thus, the Finnish defences were supported by twelve 6-inch guns (four in stationary positions at Kaarnajoki), eight 122mm howitzers, sixteen Russian 3-inch guns and one 120mm stationary gun of the Järisevä battery. It is important to stress the stationary character of the Kaarnajoki battery, as its tables of fire were prepared well before the outbreak of war. The battery’s fire was deadly accurate and the battery was dubbed ‘the Angel of Taipale’ as the war progressed.


After the Metsäpirtti delaying group had withdrawn to the main defence line, the 2nd Detached Battery with six 87mm guns (dating back to 1895) was also at the disposal of the 28th Regiment, but the battle value of these guns in 1939 was questionable. Nevertheless, such a quantity of artillery pieces was a luxury for the Finnish Army of 1939. The accurate and concentrated fire of Finnish artillery was one of the contributing factors to their defensive victory at Taipale in December 1939.


The Finnish Army order of 7 November stressed that the main defence line was along the northern bank of the River Taipale. This meant that the Finns were to prohibit Red Army landings on the northern bank of the river. The vast fields of Koukkuniemi were to be defended at all costs. But despite these clear instructions, the 10th Division permitted the 28th Infantry Regiment to ignore the order due to the topography of the cape: the main defence line ran from Kirvesmäki to Terenttilä, with only forward positions left on the Koukkuniemi fields. Consequently, if the Army’s order were followed, the 28th Infantry Regiment would have had its flanks exposed to Soviet fire across the river. Such a position would have been difficult to defend.


The width of the River Taipale at Cape Koukkuniemi is around 200 metres. A fast current and the lack of covered approaches to the river were more serious challenges for the crossing parties. Wide fields famous for their fertility lay along the southern and northern banks of the river. In the winter of 1939–1940 they received a more morbid fame, due to the heavy fighting that raged along the fields during the entire period of the Winter War.



A River Fast and Cold: Crossing the Taipaleenjoki


The crossing of Taipaleenjoki by the Soviet 49th and 150th Rifle Divisions began in the afternoon of 6 December 1939. The crossing was carried out in three places on a wide front.


Finnish forward units on Koukkuniemi quickly withdrew to the main defence line and Finnish batteries opened devastating fire on the advancing Red Army units – the sappers and pontoon engineers that provided the crossings (sapper battalions of the 49th and 150th Rifle Divisions plus the 6th and 7th Pontoon Battalions) took heavy casualties. The approaches to the river were open fields that stretched along the southern bank. Cape Koukkuniemi was also covered with fields, which made for a perfect killing ground.


Despite heavy casualties, units of the 49th and 150th Rifle Divisions managed to cross the river and establish a bridgehead on Cape Koukkuniemi and at School Grove in Terenttilä village. From 6–11 December Red Army units expanded the bridgehead while the Finns tried to push them back into the river. Battles in the fields of Koukkuniemi raged until 13 December, when the Finns finally retreated to the main defence line.


The 15th Rifle Regiment was to cross the river at a ferry crossing, code-named Crossing No. 1. The officer commanding was Captain I. A. Zykin of the 1st Sapper Battalion.


The 222nd Rifle Regiment was to cross at Kosela, code-named Crossing No. 2. The officer commanding was Senior Lieutenant A. E. Shelkov, Chief of Staff of the 1st Sapper Battalion.


The 212th and 49th Rifle Regiments were to cross at the mouth of the River Viisjoki, code-named Crossing No. 3. The officer commanding was Chief of Staff of the Sapper Battalion of the 142nd Rifle Division.


According to the original plan, all three crossings were to begin at noon, 6 December 1939. However, Finnish artillery hit the crossing parties way before they reached the southern bank, causing delays, casualties and confusion.


Captain Zykin’s sappers were hit at their jump-off positions at 1300 hours and two trucks with crossing equipment were destroyed. Eighteen men were badly wounded and two men were killed. Confusion and chaos followed. Captain Zykin and the battalion’s Commissar Markelov managed to rally their men as late as 1500 hours. Zykin and Markelov led the trucks to the crossing in person. It turned out that all the rubber boats had been hit by shrapnel and were no longer usable. Trucks of the 7th Pontoon Battalion made it to the river under heavy Finnish fire and the crossing began with a joint effort of pontoon operators and sappers. Two companies of the 15th Rifle Regiment made it to the opposite bank by 1800 hours, at which point the crossing was called off. These two companies held a tiny foothold on the Finnish side of the river in the so-called Pärssinen Grove.


The 3rd Battalion, 28th Infantry Regiment, under Captain Karl Lagerlöf, immediately attacked the two companies and tried to drive them into the river, but without success. Then the regimental reserve, the 2nd Battalion under Captain Mauno von Scroewe, was thrown into action. The battle lasted all night and in the morning the Finns reported that the grove was free of enemy troops. But according to Russian archive sources, companies of the 222nd Rifle and 15th Rifle Regiments still held out in Pärssinen Grove and School Grove.


At Crossing No. 2, Soviet sappers carrying rubber boats were hit by concentrated machine-gun fire from the Musta-oja bunkers even as they approached the river, taking heavy casualties. Despite this, the sappers pressed on with the crossing. As they entered the river, they were carried downstream right into the gun sights of the bunkers. According to Second Lieutenant Kähönen, who commanded the two bunkers, the River Taipale in a moment turned into a ‘River Styx’ – the river that takes men to the underworld. Rubber boats with men inside were blasted at a range of 50 metres. Out of twenty boats only three were left intact. The sappers lost seventeen men wounded and two men killed: the riflemen’s losses are unknown. The operation at Crossing No. 2 was also called off at 1800 hours.


At Crossing No. 3, riflemen made it across the river after incurring heavy casualties. V. V. Tkachev, Sergeant-Major of the 19th Rifle Regiment, wrote:


It was like this. We were crossing the river in the middle, the two other crossings were dummy. There was an open field in front of the river, some kilometre-and-a-half wide. There was a freshly dug trench across the field to the crossing. The assault began. Our men ran into the field towards the river, and Finnish artillery immediately hit them with shrapnel. Everyone was pinned down. I was next to the trench at that moment. We rushed to the river along the trench. We reached the bank and saw the bodies of our dead sappers lying in heaps, and there was no crossing ready! The bank was steep, so we dived down to the river. There were several row boats below. ‘Move, fellows, move!’ We jumped into the boats and rowed like crazy, although what could we do on the other bank? Each one of us had fifteen rifle rounds and one F-1 hand grenade. Not much of a soldier! Thirty-two of us made it to the other bank. There were piles of logs there. I ordered: ‘Disperse!’ We took cover behind the logs, and the Finns hit them hard with artillery! An artillery round went through three rows and the rest flew into the river. I thought that the whole mass of logs would crash into the river and take us down too.


Nevertheless, the Soviet units made it over the river at Viisjoki and advanced across the fields into some woods. By the end of the day a pontoon bridge was operational and two rifle regiments marched across, accompanied by the 116th Howitzer Regiment. At Kirvesmäki Hill, on the shore of Lake Suvanto, Soviet units made contact with the Finnish main defence line.


Lieutenant-Colonel Sihvonen ordered the 8th and 9th Detached Companies to counter-attack towards Cape Koukkuniemi (the two companies were formed from Metsäpirtti border guards). The Finnish border guards charged forward at 1815 hours and were soon pinned down by intense Soviet fire. Captain Reino Inkinen, commander of Unit Metsäpirtti, ordered his men to attack again at midnight but the attack failed once more. As the Finnish border guards were making their fruitless attempts to move forward, the 10th Division brought the reserves closer to the front line. The 30th Infantry Regiment of Lieutenant-Colonel Armas Kemppi marched some 30 kilometres to the front line and went straight on the counter-attack.


Major Jaakko Sohlo’s 1st Battalion was the first to arrive at Kirvesmäki. Two companies attacked at five o’clock in the morning on 7 December, as the 3rd Company was still on the march. As the attack progressed, it turned out that Läämäki Farm was already in Soviet hands, although Major Sorri informed the 30th Regiment that the area was under Finnish control. Finnish companies pushed the Soviet infantry back in the chaos of a night battle, but later were forced to withdraw to the main defence line. Only the 2nd Company of the battalion continued its advance, making it 1.5 kilometres south to Nuutila Farm. Major Sohlo did not spot the withdrawal of his own companies and proudly reported that his battalion had advanced 2 kilometres, encountering only sporadic resistance, and continued the attack. Only at midday of 7 December did Major Sohlo see the real situation and then he ordered a general withdrawal to the main defence line. Sohlo’s battalion lost thirty-three men killed, thirty-six wounded and eight missing in action. The Metsäpirtti border guards lost fifteen men killed and twenty-two wounded. The 2nd Battalion, 30th Infantry Regiment, arrived in Kirvesmäki on the afternoon of 7 December, but its attack was cancelled.


Soviet reinforcements, the 469th and 674th Rifle Regiments (150th Rifle Division) arrived at the bridgehead on 8 December. Four artillery battalions from the 331st Cannon Regiment and 334th Artillery Regiment were also sent across the river. The 3rd Battalion of the 19th Rifle Regiment, which had suffered heavy casualties, was withdrawn from the front line. The rotation of troops took place without proper concealment and organization. Withdrawing units and reinforcements formed a huge traffic jam on the fields of Koukkuniemi. The Finns immediately hit the mass of troops with artillery. The 150th Rifle Division’s Chief of Staff, Colonel Levin, and Chief of Communications, Major Zorin, were killed during the Finnish barrage. Several staff commanders were wounded.


A new Soviet offensive began on 9 December and was repelled. A further attack next day also failed. The 469th Rifle Regiment suffered exceptionally high losses as it charged against the Finnish lines without proper reconnaissance. The regiment was hit with concentrated fire from the Finnish main defence line. At 1900 hours on 10 December the regiment’s men left the battlefield in disorder. Captain Duben, Acting Regimental Commander, was severely wounded in the battle and died later. The Chief of Staff, Captain Semenov, was wounded and left on the battlefield during the rout: he froze to death. All three battalion commanders were either killed or wounded, as were most company commanders. As a result, the regiment had to be withdrawn from the line to be replaced by the 756th Rifle Regiment.


The only Soviet success of the day was the capture of three Finnish bunkers in the mouth of Musta-oja Brook by Captain Netreba’s battalion, 222nd Rifle Regiment. All Finnish attempts to recapture the bunkers on 10 and 11 December failed. The loss of Musta-oja Brook meant that Grendal’s infantry and tanks had a perfect jump-off position for an assault across the Terenttilä fields. In the meantime, a large armoured unit, the 39th Light Tank Brigade, was arriving at the bridgehead. The grand Soviet offensive at Taipale started five days later.



The Rapids of Kiviniemi


According to the augmented offensive plan of the Seventh Army, the thrust of the Soviet advance was shifted to the Eastern Isthmus, towards Taipale and Kiviniemi. Additional units were dispatched in that direction. The 90th Rifle Division and the 24th Corps Artillery Regiment were sent towards Kiviniemi. The chief of staff of the L Rifle Corps issued the order to the 90th Rifle Division by phone at 0300 hours on 6 December 1939. According to the order, regiments of the 90th Rifle Division were to turn east and march 15–20 kilometres to arrive in Kiviniemi at dawn on 7 December.


In Kiviniemi itself, the lead elements of the 142nd Rifle Division reached the village in the early hours of 6 December, exchanging fire with Finnish delaying parties from the Rautu Group. The Finns blew up the railway bridge and highway bridge at 0535 hours and withdrew behind the rapids. The highway bridge was completely destroyed and fell into the rapids, but the railway bridge remained partially intact and one could still get across.


Around 0700 hours on 7 December the staff of the 90th Rifles received a verbal order from the chief of staff of the L Rifle Corps to be ready for the crossing by 1100 hours. The crossing was to start in the following manner: the 461st Rifle Regiment was to cross the river first, followed by the 35th Light Tank Brigade and then the 90th Rifle Division. The corps’ chief of staff informed all units that the southern bank of the rapids was already clear of Finnish units and under the control of the 461st Rifle Regiment. The 90th Rifle Division’s staff and the 173rd Rifle Regiment had made it to Kiviniemi by the dawn of 7 December. The 286th Regiment was about to arrive as well. However, the division’s artillery was lagging behind due to traffic jams.


The Commander of the Seventh Army, Yakovlev, and the staff of the L Rifle Corps, as well as the Army’s Chief of Engineers, Khrenov, were all present at Kiviniemi. The poet Alexander Tvardovski was among the military reporters accompanying the Army staff.


For some strange reason the 461st Regiment reported that the houses of Kiviniemi village on the southern bank and Suvorov’s Fort were still held by Finnish delaying parties. Was this a mistake or were there indeed some Finns left in the village? It is hard to say but Finnish archive sources claim that all Finns had retreated across the rapids the previous morning. The Commander of the 461st Rifle Regiment, Major Vasiliev, was newly appointed and often lost control due to lack of experience. The commander of the 142nd Rifle Division personally led the 461st Rifle Regiment into the assault to correct the situation. Battalions of the 461st Regiment reached the southern bank of the rapids. They were the first Soviet battalions to reach the main defence line. At the same moment the Finns poured down machine-gun, mortar and artillery fire on the regiment. Previous to this, the 461st Regiment had only dealt with small Finnish delaying parties. Consequently, the Finnish fire shocked the men. For the first time on the Karelian Isthmus the Finns demonstrated their determination to fight and defend their country. The men of the 461st Regiment could not stand the unexpected and concentrated fire and withdrew from the rapids in disorder. Major Vasiliev, commander of the 461st Regiment, again lost control of his unit.


Kombrig Zaitzev, Commander of the 90th Rifle Division, saw the panic and ordered the 2nd Battalion of the 286th Rifles Regiment to take positions at the fort. Despite all attempts, the 461st Regiment could not be brought back to order, although staff of the Seventh Army also took part in the effort. It became obvious that it would take a long time to make the regiment a fighting unit again. At the same time, Yakovlev was running out of time – the Right Group of the Army started crossing the River Taipaleenjoki on 6 December.


Confusion and delay at Kiviniemi caused Yakovlev to make a fateful decision: instead of the demoralized 461st Rifle Regiment, two regiments of the 90th Rifle Division were to start the crossing immediately. Yakovlev gave this order in a conversation with Kombrig Zaitzev. The division’s staff had very little time for planning, as Yakovlev ordered the crossing to start immediately after the arrival of the 5th Pontoon Battalion, which was still fighting its way through traffic jams from Leningrad. Kombrig Zaitzev and his staff only managed to visit the site of the crossing and issue preliminary orders. There was no time to wait for artillery, reconnaissance and cooperation between all arms of the division.


Anyone who has ever visited Kiviniemi – now called Losevo – and seen the rapids (a favourite place for white-water rafting) would ask this question: who would issue orders to cross the rapids on pontoons? Why didn’t Zaitzev and his chief of staff immediately refuse? The report on the crossing made after the war reveals that the place of the crossing was some 500 metres upstream from the rapids, at a wider part of the Vuoksi. The report of the division stated: ‘the speed of the current is insignificant, not visible’. Apparently, Zaitzev thought that if a crossing took place far enough from the rapids, the pontoons and amphibious tanks would not be drawn into them. Zaitzev did not dare make a crossing further west across the frozen lake – he had no time to send sappers to investigate the thickness of the ice.


Kombrig Zaitzev issued the following orders for the crossing: the 1st Battalion, 173rd Rifle Regiment, escorted by a company of amphibious T-37 tanks from the 339th Tank Battalion of the division, were to lead the operation. The regimental battery and anti-tank guns, as well as T-26 tanks from the 339th Tank Battalion, were to provide covering fire over open sights. All the artillery and the tanks were gathered on the bank, at the place of the crossing. After capturing a bridgehead, the battalion was to fire signal flares. The main force of the regiment and the division were to follow.


The division’s artillery, as well as the corps’ artillery, was still on the way. Only three artillery battalions were in position on the morning of 7 December. One more artillery battalion took up firing positions at noon. The rest of artillery was still on the move, with only 50 per cent of daily ammunition requirements at hand. There was no reconnaissance made, no phone lines laid. There was no effective artillery support for the crossing.


The only information about Finnish defences on the northern bank was to be gleaned from maps contained in the intelligence report of 1937. Commanders of the 461st Rifle Regiment could say nothing about the Finnish positions. Due to the morning skirmish with the Finns on the southern bank, the panic of the 461st Regiment and the delay of the pontoons, the crossing did not begin until the afternoon. The 1st Battalion, 173rd Rifle Regiment, reached the boarding area at 1530 hours. Six regimental guns and twelve 45mm guns were placed for direct fire in the same place. Five T-26 tanks and twelve amphibious T-37s also drove up. The lead trucks of the 5th Pontoon Battalion arrived and immediately started launching pontoons into the river.


Three pontoons were ready at 1600 hours, in the fading daylight of 7 December. Three rifle platoons and one machine-gun platoon boarded the pontoons. Out of twelve T-37 tanks only eight were ready to cross. These tiny amphibious vehicles immediately ran into trouble. One tank got caught in barbed wire and four got stuck on the rocks of the southern bank, so only three tanks escorted the pontoons. It was almost completely dark and the small landing party disappeared in the gloom.
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Map 5. Offensive of the 90th Rifle Division at Merkki, December 1939,
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Map 8. Assault of Summa Village by the 100¢h Rifle Division, 1-15 February 1940.
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Map 3. Offensive of the 138th Rifle Division at Summa Village, 17-19 December 1939.
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Map 16. Battle of Tolvajirui.
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Map 12. Assault of Salmenkaita fortified line by the 17th Motor Rifle

21-28 February 1940
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Map 4. Offensive of the 123rd Rifle Division in the Lihde sector, 17-23 December 1939.
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Map 15, Finnish aﬁ":n:we against the 44th Rifle Division at Suomussalmi.
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Map 2. Crossing of the River Taipale, 625 December 1939.
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Map 10. Soviet offensive at Taipale Bridechead, 11-18 February 1940,
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Map 6. Christmas battle at Kelja, 25-27 December 1939.





