WAR ON SKIS

Fighting in Finnish Forests.


When Russia invaded Finland on 30th November 1939 they were shocked to find that the Finns held them despite being vastly outnumbered. The Finns of course were natural hunters quite at home in their vast forests which were dense enough to be jungle and sometimes even impenetrable. Later, when German troops arrived, they found the dense forests, the intense cold, the silence and the poor visibility caused physical and psychological problems. In addition there were many lakes and swamps throughout the forests and ever-present swarms of mosquitoes. There were few roads for bringing in supplies whilst the Russian railway to Murmansk meant that large numbers of Russians could be brought in and supplied copiously. Hitler sent 100,000 men to Finland and they needed 5,000 tons of ammunition, fuel and food for each day of battle. As usual, this level of supply was not maintained.

In Lappland (from Suomussalmi to Murmansk) the terrain was a miserable desert in both winter and summer. Here there were no trees or vegetation only rocks, boulders and rushing streams. For eight long months there was permanent darkness and temperatures were regularly below minus 50 degrees Celsius. This area was so desolate that the Finns declared it an impossible place to fight a war. Hitler disagreed and said, “The 100 kilometres to Murmansk is laughable.” In his egotism and madness he insisted on sending German troops to fight in this terrible desert. General Dietl (See photo on page 6) stated that there was no need to fight in this desert as the railway could be cut further to the south. Hitler, as usual, disagreed and issued his own battle plan for three simultaneous and widely separated strikes up to 550 kilometres apart!  All three failed.  

In addition to their battle casualties the German units suffered losses due to the cold, insufficient training, inadequate protective clothing and even suicide from the depression caused by living and fighting in such ghastly places. The Finns were right and Hitler wrong again.  

The initial battles took place in the south around Lake Ladoga, in the centre near Suomussalmi and in the far north in Lappland. The Germans sent in 4 divisions of Gebirsjagers (mountain troops) and the 6th SS Gebirgs of Kampfgruppe Nord (See photograph on page 6) to assist the Finns and try to cut the railway from Murmansk. The Germans never achieved this but the Finns captured a 150 kilometre section of the Murmansk railway in the south (east of Lake Ladoga.) This was of no avail as the Russians built a loop in the north from the Murmansk railway to the railway south from Archangel. Supplies flowed south from both ports throughout the war. It was another of the tragedies of the war that so may men of all three nations died from Hitler’s futile and stupid plans. 

One Scenario from Talonsoft plus six new scenarios from the Web cover these campaigns well and are fascinating to play. There are also three TalonSoft Night Scenarios available for those who have the extension disc “Fall of the Reich.” As you will find when playing the selected games, ski troops can move faster and further and are able to assault large numbers of Russian tanks successfully. Ambushes, deep patrolling and mass assaults are the key for the Axis troops while the Russians must try to stay together and avoid being split up.   
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A.The Finns versus the Russians in 1939.


The Russians determined drive to Suomussalmi using two columns from their 9th army was stopped by the Finns’ 9th Division who inflicted heavy losses on the Russians despite their use of large numbers of tanks and guns. 

New Scenario RED SNOW 6th December 1939 by Francoise Modeme.

Complexity 6,Turns 14. In this scenario the Finns have only 3 anti-tank guns against 36 Russian T26 tanks with supporting infantry! However the ski troops can assault tanks successfully if they can get alongside them. The Russians start at a disadvantage but score points for every unit that exits to the West- through the Finnish defences.


At the same time as this offensive was on, the Russians attacked the Mannerheim line that was North East of Leningrad and stretched some 55 kilometres between the Gulf of Finland and Lakes Ladoga and Onega. This was an area of dense forests and the Russians employed two armies but their attacks were repulsed and the line held. The scenario that illustrates this is Hell in the Forest.

New Scenario HELL IN THE FOREST 22nd December 1939 by Kevin Peltz

Complexity 4, Turns 20. This is a difficult scenario for the Finns as the Russians have 7 tanks (including 3 T35’s) and almost equal numbers of troops–though they do not have any ski troops. There is no point in destroying the damaged bridge as the river is iced over and can be crossed anywhere. The Finns are on skis so their best chance is to attack the Russians’ truck column and assault isolated tanks. 


The Finns specialised in night attacks that enabled them to get close to the tanks with safety. This is well simulated in the TalonSoft Night Scenarios – The Long Walk Home and White Death.

TalonSoft Night Scenario THE LONG WALK HOME 22nd December 1939 by Doug Bevard.  Complexity 5, Turns 7, Balance 3, Enjoyment 7. Covers the assault on the Mannerheim line. Ratings for balance and enjoyment come from players’ comments listed on Craig Foster’s Resources page.

TalonSoft night scenario WHITE DEATH 23RD December 1939 by Doug Bevard

Complexity 4, Turns 14,Balance 3, Enjoyment 8. Covers the actions at Soumussalmi.  


The night scenarios lack freedom of manoeuvre and introduce a large element of luck. In my opinion they are ponderous and boring. Am I missing something? I have converted them to day scenarios for anyone interested.
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Having held the initial Russian drive at Suomussalmi the Finns staged a successful counterattack in late December.  
Inevitably, despite the Finns’ brave and skilful resistance, the Russian forces overwhelmed them. The Mannerheim line was broken and a peace treaty signed which ceded to Russia the Finns’ warm water port of Hango.

TalonSoft Scenario FROZEN HELL 28th December 1939 by Doug Bevard

Complexity 7, Turns 16, Balance 2, Enjoyment 5. Recommended for Head to Head play. This scenario has lots of infantry and artillery.

B.The Finns join up with the Germans – 1941 to 1944.
  Obviously the Finns’ first priority was to recapture their port. They declared war on Russia one week after the start of Barbarossa but it took 5 months before they could recapture Hango. A battalion of Swedish volunteers took part in the attacks and they are included in the scenario Crusade for Hango. Unfortunately it is a night scenario.

TalonSoft Night Scenario CRUSADE FOR HANGO 16th December 1941 by D Bevard   Recommended playing as the Axis. Complexity 6, Turns 14, Balance 3, Enjoyment 9. The Finns and Swedes have skis but the Russians who are well entrenched do not. The Finns have a few light tanks- T26E’s that are not Russian T26’s but British light tanks equipped with 45mm guns.

C.German attacks 1941

               SS Kampfgruppe “Nord” carried out the Central arm of Hitler’s three pronged attacks. The men in Nord were middle aged and selected from Flak, Recce and Infantry units of Totenkopf. Their OIC Lt.General Demelhuber protested (in vain) that they were virtually untrained, staffed by reserve officers and  that their artillery had not even fired live ammunition! 

  They were sent to attack well entrenched and experienced Soviet troops at Salla, which is in the terrible frozen Tundra of Lappland. They had to leave the forest and advance across open ground where they could not dig in (because the soil was either swampy or rock hard boulders.) The Russians were entrenched on high ground with minefields and swamps so that the attackers were forced into prepared lanes covered by machine guns and artillery. The Kampfgruppe suffered very heavy losses and their morale was shattered. They were withdrawn and trained for a year before reappearing as 6th SS Gebirgs Division Nord.  
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New Scenario BAPTISM OF FIRE –SS KG “NORD” 1st July 1941 by K.M.Hasanic. Complexity 8, Turns 40. This is a very realistic simulation of the action described above. It is worth playing to understand the difficulties of the attackers and the skilful preparations of the defenders. There are a lot of units involved and there seems to be little point in playing the game all the way. The lessons from it can be learnt early and one must heed The Wargamers Lament “ So many Scenarios, so little time.”   

After the initial assaults had failed, the war in Finland settled down to patrolling activity. There were no major engagements until the final retreats. However there were local skirmishes and three Scenarios have been created for the winter of 1942. These cover the Finnish raids on the Russians as they were preparing for their 1943 spring offensive. All three scenarios have ski troops on both sides. 

 D. Final actions in 1943


The Finns were superb ski troops. “The Finns possess an infallible instinct for finding their way in the dense growth of the pathless wilds. They are accurate trail readers and move noiselessly in the woods. Nothing is heard or seen of Finnish troops whether resting or marching, even from close proximity. The aggressiveness of the troops is very keen. Their achievements in long range patrolling cannot be surpassed.”

New Scenario WHITE GHOSTS 2nd January 1943 by Mike Winkler.

Complexity 4, Turns 21.The Finns have 2 battalions of ski troops (30 platoons) against a Russian regiment of troops (only 4 platoons of guards equipped with skis) plus 6 tanks (including 2 heavy). This game takes place in late winter when movement over the frozen tundra was fast and easy—especially for Ski troops. The forests are fairly open with plenty of frozen swamps for fast travel.

Mike has not allocated points for Victory or Defeat but the Russians start off with a major defeat and have locations to capture in the south. This is a scenario about well-matched foes with different types of forces The Finns have 6 anti-tank guns (4 x 75 mm.) and their ski troops can all move 5 hexes in the open and 4 on tracks. The Russians have many loaded trucks but most of their men can only move 2 hexes on foot & 4 on tracks.

The best tactics for the Finns are to move fast and secretly to attack the truck convoys and try to lure the tanks onto their guns or assault them with massed ski patrols. The Russians should watch for ambushes, dismount as soon as possible and avoid isolation.
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New Scenario NIGHTMARE DRESSED IN WHITE 13th January 1943 by Mike Winkler. Complexity 5, Turns 14. This is a sequel to the above scenario with the same units and leaders involved. The location is 10 kms. South west of Suomussalmi (which means the previous scenario was there too.) This time the Russians are also equipped with skis. They start off with no points and a major defeat and much the same objectives as before in the south of the map. This time there are more frozen lakes allowing faster movement with fewer opportunities for ambushes. No points are earned by exiting Russian units from the board to the west or north. 

This is perhaps the purest ski versus ski scenario of them all.

Trained by the Finns, the Germans learnt fast and became competent ski troops. However, after the early failures and losses, both sides settled down to patrolling and watching.  In the next and final scenario the Russians are attacking an old logging camp that is being defended by 13 German infantry platoons, guns and mortars. A Finnish ski patrol (12 platoons) arrives later in the southwest. By this time, the Russians had trained Siberian ski troops and launched their attack with 34 Ski platoons and 3 light tanks. 

New Scenario WINTER KILL 7th January 1943 by Brian Lindsey.

Complexity 4, Turns 21. Best played Head to Head.  This is in Lappland and the northernmost of all the selected scenarios. The location is given as 10 kms. South west of Kandalasksha. This places it about 220 kms. South of Murmansk and close to the railway (not shown on scenario map). There are only 2 limited objectives to defend so the Finns must carry out some aggressive patrolling. The Russians start with zero points (a minor defeat) face a major defeat at – 100. A major victory requires the Russians to earn 250 points. 

The Russian offensive in June 1944 broke through the Mannerheim line in the Karelian Peninsula but Marshall Mannerheim skilfully retreated to the next position where the Russians were held. Mindful of previous losses and preoccupied with the attacks on Germans the position remained static until the Finns surrendered

REFERENCES.  Fighting in Hell by P.G.Souras (especially the section on warfare in the far North by Dr. Erfurth.), Hitler’s Mountain Troops by James Lucas, Hitler’s Samurai by Bruce Quarrie, The History of the Second World War by B Liddell Hart, The Russo German War by Albert Seaton.

Researched and compiled by Jim Watt, Australia, November 2001.

Comments and request for scenarios to jwatt@shoal.net.au
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Eduard Dietl “The hero of Narvik” OIC 3rd Gebirgs Division. Knight’s cross
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6th Gebirgs Division “Nord” in Lappland. 

