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THE BATTLE OF HONKANIEMI

THE FIRST AND LAST
Finland only fought one tank battle in the Winter 

War of 1939-40, at the strategically important town 

of Honkaniemi (now called Lebedevka). At this point 

in late February 1940, the Russians had broken 

through the Mannerheim line at Summa and were 

pressing toward Vyborg, only 7 km distant. This was 

the last chance that the Finns would have to stop 

the Soviet hordes before they broke out of the Kare-

lian Isthmus and into the Finnish heartland.

By David Davies

Finnish soldiers examine 

a Soviet tank destroyed 

by a mine during the 

Winter War of 1940.
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A
fter breaking through Summa on 15 February, the 
Soviets halted at Honkaniemi to build up their 
reserves before a final push toward Vyborg and 
then deeper into Finland. This salient had to be 
blunted if the Finns were to stand any chance of 

defeating or even delaying the Russian advance.

It was decided to commit Finland’s only tank forces to 
the operation; they had been held in reserve up until 
this point. The tanks were the Vickers-Armstrong 6-Ton 
export, of near-identical design to the Soviet T-26 (the 
Soviets copied and mass produced the Vickers design) 
and to the Polish 7TP (built under licence). The Finns 
did have a few other tanks, but these were obsolete FT-
17s and Carden Loyd tankettes.

Twenty-six of the 6-Ton tanks were bought from Vickers 
in 1938-39, but to save costs they were acquired with-
out radios, optics, or any main gun armament. Accord-
ing to one story, they didn’t even have drivers’ seats! 
These were duly refitted with 37  mm Bofors guns, a 
coaxial Maxim machine gun, and a hull-mounted sub-
machine gun port (fired by the co-driver). Of these, 
only thirteen were combat-ready operational, but these 
were rushed to the front. The Finnish tank force was 
about to get its first taste of combat.

On 23 February, Lt. General Öhquist, commander of the 
II Corps, drew up a mixed force of infantry and the newly 
arrived 4th Tank Company. The plan was to conduct an 
artillery barrage, followed by an attack with four battal-
ions of infantry from the 67th and 14th Regiments (all that 
was available) and the tank company. The 1st Battalion 
of the 67th Infantry would advance and take the enemy 

front lines before being relieved by the 
2nd and 3rd Battalions, who would 
press on into the town. The at-
tack was launched on the morn-
ing of 26 February.

Defending the town were 
the lead elements of the 
84th Division, supported 
by T-26 and T-28 tanks.

THE OPPOSING FORCES
The orders of battle have been scaled for 28 mm with 
Bolt Action or Chain of Command in mind, but simply 
double the forces for smaller scales and rules such as 
Flames of War or the Battlegroup series. 

Finnish first wave
All Finnish forces are regulars. The first wave starts in the 
Finnish deployment zone.

4th Tank Company
3x Vickers 6-Ton light tanks

1st Battalion of the 67th Regiment
Platoon HQ plus Maxim gun team
Sniper team and antitank rifle team
3x sections of 8 Finns with rifles, LMGs, and anti-tank grenades

Finnish reinforcements
Available from the second turn.

2nd Battalion of the 67th Regiment
Platoon HQ plus Maxim gun team
3x sections of 8 Finns with rifles, LMGs, and anti-tank 
grenades

SET-UP
The Finnish starting positions 
are shown on the map (which 
faces east). The Finnish in-
fantry enter from the north 
(through woodland) and the 
tanks deploy in the north-east 
as marked. The Russians may 
deploy up to half of their forc-
es, either in the improvised 
trenches or in the buildings. 
Reinforcements come in from 
the southern table edge (tanks 
must arrive along the road).

Most of the area was covered 
by mixed woods (impassable for 
light tanks). The open ground 
consists of frozen fields (see the 

special rules for snow). The railway (the Vyborg Leningrad railway) provides no obstacle to cross, but gives light cover 
for troops or tanks behind it. The Russians had time to prepare some forward defences in the form of simple shallow 
trenches and log piles (marked on the map).
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3rd Battalion of the 67th Regiment
Platoon HQ plus Maxim gun team
3x sections of 8 Finns with rifles, LMGs, and anti-tank grenades 
37 mm Bofors antitank gun and 3 crew (on skis)

Soviet defenders
All the Russian defenders are inexperienced.

Advance elements of the 84th Division
Platoon HQ (3 men)
4x sections of Russians with LMGs and rifles
Maxim MMG; 47 mm antitank gun and 3 crew
T-26 light tank

Soviet reinforcements
Available from the second turn.

Elements of the 84th Division and 26th Light Tank Brigade
2x Platoon HQ (3 men)
6x sections of eight Russians with LMGs and rifles
Maxim MMG team
T-26 light tank
T-28 medium tank
76 mm infantry gun (M1927) and 3 crew

SPECIAL RULES
Preliminary bombardment – Use the Preliminary Bombard-
ment rule, dicing for both sides (yes both sides!). The Finnish 
preliminary bombardment historically fell on their own men.

Snow – The ground is frozen, limiting tracked vehicles 
and infantry to Advance orders only. The Finnish infantry 
all have skis and can run.

Frostbite – Each Soviet infantry unit must take a morale 
test at the start of the battle with no modifiers. A failure 
means that they lose one man to the cold weather.

Hidden set-up – Any Soviet squad or team may start hidden.

OBJECTIVES AND VICTORY CONDITIONS
The Finns must clear the Russians from the suburbs of 
Honkaniemi. They score one victory point for every Rus-
sian unit destroyed and two victory points for every Finn-
ish unit within 12" of the Soviet reinforcement entry point. 
The Russians score two victory points for every Finnish 
unit destroyed. The game should be played for six turns.

HISTORICAL OUTCOME 
In the march to their deployment point, the tank com-
pany lost five tanks to mechanical failures reaching the 
edge of the battle area. The eight remaining tanks were 
committed to battle. As the preliminary bombardment 
started, some shells undershot and hit the leading Finn-
ish units. As the Soviet forces were preparing to attack 
that same day, they had moved reinforcements up to the 
edge of the village. Thus the Russian opposition proved 
far stronger than expected. Two more of the Finnish tanks 
broke down, leaving only six for the battle.

Despite the setbacks, the Finns committed to the bat-
tle. The lead tanks engaged the Soviet armour, causing 
three kills (Soviet accounts dispute this). The advanc-
ing infantry met heavy fire and soon became pinned. 
The Finnish tanks lacked radios, so coordinating their 
attacks became impossible. They were picked off one 
by one. While the Finns had penetrated quite deep 
into the Russian lines, their attempt to disrupt the So-
viet offensive failed.

On 29 February, the Finnish government attempted to 
accept the Soviet’s demands and enter into negotiations. 
Keeping up the pressure, the Russians forces advanced, 
taking the suburbs of Vyborg on 5 March. Finally a 
peace accord was struck on 12 March, bringing hostili-
ties to an end. The Winter War was over. WS&S

The Finns knock out the lead Soviet tanks.


