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When, on November 30th 1939, the Soviet Union attacked Finland, the chances of the little Scandinavian country to succeed in the conflict with one of the world’s powers were practically nonexistent. The only hope rested on getting help from abroad. Eight months after the end of the Spanish Civil War, the issue of international solidarity was thus brought to spotlight again, even though under a completely different political situation.


The direct neighbors of assaulted Finland felt akin to it. There was no doubt where the sympathies of the Scandinavian countries’ population lay. Sweden and Norway readily accepted thousands of Finnish refugees. A fund-raising campaign in Norway raised two million Norwegian crowns and became the biggest volunteer fund-raising campaign in the country’s history. Apart from money, warm clothing (including hastily knitted special gloves for winter shooting), food, medicines and skis were also sent to Finland. Norwegian shooting associations even collected rifles from among their members (these guns would have been helpful to the Norwegians a few months later, when they could use them for fighting the German invaders and for arming the emerging resistance movement).

The Finns’ greatest hopes were fixed on Sweden, their closest neighbor and historical protector. However, Swedish political circles were disunited, and the majority Social Democrats did not sympathize with the Finnish regime. Moreover, disputes from previous years, such as that about Åland Islands or about the rights of the Swedish minority in Finland, and deeper historical reminiscences of both nations also influenced Swedish attitudes toward helping Finland.

Nevertheless, at the outbreak of the war, the Swedes sent to Finland a hundred thousand rifles, hundreds of machine guns, and significant quantities of ammunition and other material. The Finns had hoped that the aid would be even more extensive, however, the Swedish Army, chronically underfinanced since the 1920’s, was just not able to offer more. The Swedes also organized a recruitment of volunteers – and sternly rejected Soviet protests against breaching neutrality. The so far strictly neutral country declared itself a “non-fighting state”, which was intended to be a certain warning for the Soviets, as was the mobilization of an army corps, deployed by the Finnish border. Its commander even intended, in the case of a deeper penetration of the Red Army, to push his troops to Finland. It is characteristic that even when these private plans of him came to light, he was not dismissed from his position. The threat of a Swedish intervention was effectively hindering Soviet ambitions, however, what the Swedes desired the most was peace. They warned the Finns even before the war that they could not expect assistance of regular Swedish Army units. The Swedish king publicly repeated this statement at a critical moment of the war, in February 1940. When immediately afterwards the Swedish and Norwegian governments did not permit the Western Allies to transfer their troops across their territory, the Finns found themselves in a hopeless situation and had to surrender.

Even though the Swedish approach to the Winter War (and to the later German aggressions against Denmark and Norway) seems contradictory, it was actually quite a logical expression of a felt solidarity with its neighbors and, at the same time, of an effort to spare its own country from war. The governments of the other two Scandinavian countries were indeed even more vigilant against the threat of war. In Denmark, volunteer recruitment offices remained open only for a short period of time. The Norwegian government on one hand tolerated recruitment of volunteers but, on the other hand, refused to release army officers and NCO’s. Nevertheless, the Norwegians sent, with the utmost secrecy, some weapons from their modest reserves. What was far more important was the fact that they allowed for transit from abroad via Norwegian ports and airports.

Decent quantities of material were sent by France, Britain and also Italy. While Germany, in the spirit of the Ribbentrop – Molotov Pact, strictly blocked transit of all assistance to Finland, the Italian dictator showed a significantly greater degree of ideological consistency than his pragmatically thinking German counterpart and ally. The war, however, lasted only one hundred fourteen days and a bigger part of the supplies was only on its way when the armistice was signed. The Finns used these supplies successfully one and a quarter of a year later against the same adversary, however, under completely changed international context – which, of course, hardly corresponded to the original intentions of most of the donors.

The stance of western democracies was mainly influenced by the ongoing war with Germany. An expedition force was supposed to be sent to Scandinavia under the pretext of helping Finland, however, its main task would have been occupation of Norwegian ports, thus cutting Germany off from high-quality Swedish iron ore. Only a small part of the force would have probably been dispatched to the Finnish front. The force included, among others, the units of the Polish exile government, which was quickly forming an infantry brigade and an air force squadron for this purpose and which even counted on putting its own warships, including three U-boats that resorted to Swedish internment after the defeat of Poland in September 1939, into action.
International volunteers

One of the few available options of how to replace the losses of a relatively small Finnish army was represented by international volunteers. They of course included Finns working abroad as well as Finnish expatriates, especially from North America. Many of them set out for Finland on their own, while others joined organized transports. Some fought directly as members of Finnish units, however, most of them formed the so-called Amerikansuomalaisten legioona (Finnish American Legion). Its strength in the beginning of March 1940 amounted to about three hundred men. On March 9th, its first company set out for the front on the Karelian Isthmus, where it was supposed to take position on March 13th – but news about signing the armistice arrived during the morning roll call. At that time the legion’s second company was just finishing its training, while about thousand additional volunteers were waiting in America for transport.

The most effective aid was provided by Swedish volunteers. The so-called Swedish Volunteer Corps (Svenska frivilligkären) was formed under the command of officers temporarily released from the Swedish Royal Army. It was fully equipped and armed from Swedish warehouses. It was the second time around that some of the officers and soldiers fought in Finland – one of the veterans of the Finnish War of Independence in 1918 was even their commander, General Ernst Linder, a gold medalist from the 1924 Olympics. The organization and training of volunteers took place at a staggering speed. The first part of the corps, an Independent Field Brigade Group, left for the front already in mid-February 1940. General Linder was named the commander of the entire section by the town of Salla in Lapland, where the local Finnish units were subordinated to him. The corps even had its own air force unit. Its name – Flying Regiment 19 – symbolized the thin line between neutrality and military intervention along which Sweden was balancing: as the Swedish Air Force was then comprised of 18 flying regiments, the numbering suggested that the voluntary unit was considered a part of the regular Royal Armed Forces.

The Danes had also organized their own combat formation, while the Norwegians, who lacked commanders, were assigned to the Swedish Corps. There was also an array of Estonians fighting on the Finnish side, even though their recruitment would take place under the strictest secrecy since the Baltic States were forced, from October 1939, to tolerate Red Army garrisons on their territories.

Apart from the Scandinavians, volunteers from many other countries were joining as well. One of the Dutch volunteers probably made the longest journey, travelling to Finland all the way from Jakarta. While the Swedish (respectively Swedish-Norwegian) contingent remained independent, the other volunteers were normally assigned to the international unit (Osasto Sisu), founded on January 8th 1940.

Possibilities to recruit in Britain were significantly hindered by war mobilization. Available thus were either unexperienced young men or, on the other hand, older men and those who were rejected by the British Army for health reasons. There was even a man with a glass eye who decided to join. His explanation, and the final verdict of the recruitment commission, was that since it is a left eye, it is not a problem for aiming. Almost nine thousand applications had been submitted within a short period of time and the first thousand men were ready to sail by mid-March. Nevertheless, while the first larger transport was on its way to the Norwegian port of Bergen, the news about signing the armistice arrived. Despite that, 227 volunteers had reached Finland by the end of March 1940.
From Central Europe to the Polar Circle

The calling for help received a great response also in Hungary, which may seem surprising, but the geographical remoteness and dissimilarity of the historical developments of the two countries are only seeming. The language and ethnic affinity had been only underscored by a common experience with living in the proximity of the big Russian neighbor.

In the 19th century, the Finns greatly sympathized with the Hungarians’ struggle for freedom since they, themselves under Russian rule, saw a romantic ideal in it. After the Great War, the roles flipped: The Hungarians, who had lost two thirds of the territory of the former Hungarian kingdom as a result of the Treaty of Trianon, admired their Nordic counterparts who had gained freedom and developed a well-functioning independent state. One of the significant reasons of their mutually good relations was a common enemy, with, for the Hungarians, a tragic symbol of the Surrender at Világos in 1849, where the Russian Army suppressed the uprising against the Habsburgs.


The number of volunteers was impressive – a total of 25 000 applications arrived. In the first wave, however, only 350 men, formed into a single battalion, were selected. Training started already on January 10th 1940 and the battalion left for Finland not even a month later. Because of the German embargo, it had to take a detour and travelled for three weeks via Yugoslavia, Italy, France, Britain, Norway and Sweden, before it arrived to the training camp in the beginning of March. Here, its members were supposed to take part in some additional training (in skiing, among others), but Finland surrendered a few days after their arrival. At the end of March, the soldiers were visited by the Finnish Commander-in-Chief, Marshal Mannerheim himself, who heartily thanked them for their help. The following month, the battalion guarded the new state border in Karelia before it set out on its way back home on May 20th, 1940.
At a hot meseta and in a freezing tundra

When assessing international solidarity, a comparison with the war in Spain suggests itself. While aid in Spain was hindered by the official, noninterventionist stance of the international community, in the case of the Winter War the League of Nations publicly earmarked the Soviet Union as the aggressor, expelled it from the organization and invited its members to aid the Finns. There are different opinions when it comes to the question if this decision was more influenced by ideological reasons or by the experience with ineffectiveness of the measures adopted during the conflicts in Abyssinia and Spain. What is important is the fact that the aid was “legal” thanks to the official endorsement of the League of Nations. While most deliveries arrived too late, they would have been of key importance to the Finns if the war had continued.

We can say pretty much the same about the international volunteers. By the end of March, a total of about twelve thousand of them arrived in Finland, while thousands of others were stopped on their way because the war had ended. The volunteers represented only an insignificant fraction of the Finnish forces, however, their share would have continued to continuously grow in the horizon of subsequent months. Nevertheless, they would not have been able to reverse the final result of the war.

In Spain, about forty thousand international volunteers had joined the Republican side during the almost three-year conflict. But the Winter War lasted only three and half months and the number of volunteers (twelve thousand in all) is thus remarkable. Most members of the International Brigades in Spain came from France, about nine thousand, which fully corresponds to the number of Swedish volunteers in Finland: as many volunteers came to aid the Finns out of the Swedish population of six million as there came to Spain from France during a period that was nine times longer. It is of course true that the motivation of the Swedes was amplified by geographical proximity, sense of belonging among the Nordic nations as well as aversion towards a totalitarian power. However, most of these factors applied to the attitude of the French towards the Spanish War as well. It is also interesting to compare the speeds with which international solidarity was able to have a real and effective military impact. The first significantly large formation of a brigade size with fifteen hundred soldiers became actively involved on the Madrid front four months after the outbreak of the war. On the other hand, the Swedish brigade with almost double the number of soldiers experienced its first combat in Finland after less than three months.

International aid thus reached comparable dimensions in both cases. Despite this, the story of the Spanish International Brigades is much better known, while solidarity with Finland has been more widely resonating only in the historical awareness of the Nordic nations. The main reason for such a discrepancy certainly lies in different durations of the conflicts and in the fact that the Winter War was overshadowed by an ongoing worldwide struggle, in which the Finns eventually ended up on the wrong side.
Service to an ideology or a help to a fellowman

International Brigades became a propagandistic symbol of “proletarian internationalism”, which has been tempting for simplified contemplations and generalizations. However, their comparison with the Winter War volunteers shows that (not only) during the years in question, we can observe a more general trend of international solidarity, from a “simple” help to a neighbor state in trouble, via a defense against aggression by a great power, to a struggle for common, supranational ideological aims.

The Soviet propaganda would describe the aid to Finland as activities of “international reactionaries”, imperialists and furious anticommunists. However, the volunteers themselves represented a diverse mix of principles, qualities, motivations and characters. For example, the volunteer combatants in Finland included, on one hand, the future heroes of the Norwegian resistance Max Manus and Leif Larsen, and, on the other hand, an officer of the Danish contingent, Russian-Danish aristocrat and captain of the Danish Royal Guard Christian Frederik von Schalburg, who became the commander of a Danish SS volunteer corps in 1942. An active member of a fascistizing movement was also the commander of the Hungarian battalion, Imre Kémer Nagy. When he was sixteen years old, in 1918 and 1919, he would fight the Romanians and in 1938 he would command one of the saboteur units at Carpathian Ruthenia. He died during World War II on the eastern front.

The profiles of individual volunteers ruin the seemingly clear ideological image of a sharp dichotomy of the left-wing support for Spanish republicans and, by contrast, right-wing support of the “Finnish reactionaries”. As it was demonstrated by the sad example of SS volunteers from the occupied lands, the willingness to fight and, if necessary, even sacrifice one’s life in the “European struggle against Bolshevism” was a similarly mass phenomenon as participation in the battle against fascism. Many members of the International Brigades belonged among militant communists and they did not go to Spain to defend democracy but, instead, to fight for communism – and, after the war, some of them in the Central Eastern European states demonstrated how undemocratic, totalitarian and dictatorial ideas they had.

However, many volunteers in Spain as well as in Finland did not have any great ideological aims, fighting “only” for the above mentioned “simple” values, sometimes ending up, from the perspective of the “big history”, on the seemingly incorrect sides of the conflict. Nevertheless, while both totalitarian ideologies have been already defeated in Europe a long time ago, help to a fellowman, solidarity, selflessness and love of freedom still represent important values for Europeans and we have no other choice but to hope they will remain so in the future.
