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The Elite on the Warpath — Finland and the
Russian Combat Organizations in 1918-1939

In this article based on my thesis' I examine the White émigré organiza-
tions that operated in the Finnish territory in 1918—1939 and their armed
combat against the Soviet Union. Not only where there counter-revolu-
tionary combat organizations operating in Finland, but government rep-
resentatives also participated in various plots and even terrorist attacks.

These events in Finland were very much a part of the history of the Russian elite.
The revolutions of 1917 had exiled a significant portion of the old Russian upper-
class and lead to a “brain drain” from the east to the west. The refugees had lost
a great deal during the political turmoil: possessions, social influence, and homes
were left behind in the old homeland. Many refugees became unappeasable enemies
to Bolshevism and driving forces for the counter-revolutionary struggle. They had
the motivation, social relationships, and the capital without which credible combat
against the Soviet Union was out of the question.

The Arrival of the Refugees

The geographical position of Finland had a significant impact on shaping its
role in the history of the Russian diaspora. The country, which had recently be-
come independent, was located next to the Russian Empire and its old capital
Petrograd, so fleeing to Finland did not necessarily require enormous physical ex-
ertion. The exact number of refugees who arrived to Finland during the years of
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the Russian revolution and Civil war is unknown. According to one estimate, in
1922 there were approximately 33,500 former Russian subjects? in Finland, 19,000
of which were Great Russians and the rest, in particular, Ingrians, East Karelians,
and Finns®. During the 1920s, the number of refugees fell quickly at first, then
slowing down.

Refugees came to Finland especially from Petrograd and its immediate vicin-
ity>. Many of the arrivals were specifically high-ranking civilian and military au-
thorities and influential political leaders, academics, and prominent representatives
of the upper-class. These members of the old elite included, among others, Prince
Vladimir Volkonsky and the former Prime Ministers Alexander Trepov and Vladi-
mir Kokovtsov®. The refugees also included the cousin of the last Emperor of Russia,
Grand Duke Kirill Vladimirovich. He and his son Vladimir Kirillovich, who was
born in Finland, were legitimate heirs to the Russian crown.

Another significant group of refugees consisted of high-ranking White officers.
The defeat suffered by the Northwestern Army led by General Nikolai Yudenich in
the Baltics at the end of 1919 initiated a wave of migration to Finland. The Kron-
stadt rebellion and the disintegration of the Northern Army led by Lieutenant Gen-
eral Yevgeni Miller near Arkhangelsk and Murmansk at the beginning of 1920 had
similar effects’.

White Combat Organizations 1918—-1920

Authorities from different countries were forced to take a stand on the clandes-
tine operations of the Russian opposition forces during 1918, at the latest. Activists
of the White forces established their own intelligence and combat organizations,
which used Central Europe and the neighboring countries of Soviet Russia as their
support areas. The idea was that these more or less competing organizations would
act secretly behind the Bolsheviks’ backs. They organized bomb attacks, arsons, and
assassinations and smuggled clandestine information to White armies operating in
different parts of Russia and neighboring areas®.

By 1919, Nikolai Yudenich, a general in the Russian Imperial Army, became the
most significant émigré leader. This military commander, who had fled to Finland,
wanted to assemble an army in the Finnish and Baltic region, to lead the attack
into Petrograd either by itself or with the Finns, for example. Yudenich held secret
negotiations with General Gustaf Mannerheim, even discussing the seizing of Saint
Petersburg. In the spring of 1919, General Yudenich created a secret espionage unit
close to his staff. The unit’s mission was to gather information from Russia. The or-
ganization established close ties to Petrograd and the White forces operating in dif-
ferent parts of Russia. Espionage, sabotage operations, and other clandestine initia-
tives were led from Finland by sending secret agents to Soviet Russia, in particular
through the border parish Terijoki.
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The émigré organizations and the Finnish military intelligence had an abundance
of shared agents. In practice, the conspirative actions of the Finnish general staff and
the émigré organizations were difficult, if not impossible, to separate from each other.
Both were connected to Petrograd and elsewhere in Soviet Russia through counter-
revolutionary agents and saboteurs®.

Kronstadt Rebellion

When the Provisional Revolutionary Committee launched the rebellion on Feb-
ruary 28, 1921, the émigré circles began to think that the end of the Soviet Russia
had finally come. In Finland, refugee activists tightened their contacts to the flag-
ship of the counter-revolution, the Kronstadt fortress. Dozens of ambassadors from
the combat organizations arrived to Vyborg and the Isthmus from Central Europe.
In defiant spirits, the so-called Petrograd Combat Organization'! had been formed in
Petrograd and the neighboring areas.

The most important communications of the Petrograd Combat Organization —
or the Tagantsev Conspiracy — went through the couriers of the activist organiza-
tions and intelligence services from Finland to Petrograd. The messengers smuggled
letters and weapons over the border and delivered reports and other information to
Finland'?. While the clandestine activities died down in 1921-1922, they were seen
as alarming by the Soviet Russian security services. They concluded that the Finn-
ish region had been used as a support area for espionage and bombings'®. Even the
All-Russian Congress of Soviets emphasized that Finland was “becoming an outpost
of the world, thrust in front of the counter-revolution”!4.

ROVS

The setbacks in the counter-revolutionary struggle forced the émigré circles to
head out for new ideological winds. The support for monarchism especially increased
in the early years of the 1920s, but its influence never reached the level it could have.
The refugee circles could not reach a consensus on who should wear the crown. This
resulted in two competing camps, one supporting Grand Duke Kirill Vladimirovich
and the other standing behind Grand Duke Nikolay Nikolayevich. The dispute over
the order of succession originated from the fact the most logical Romanov heirs had
been murdered during the Russian Civil War.

The monarchists’ schism impeded the fight against Bolshevism, which was suffering
from other problems as well. After the Russian Civil War, The Russian White Army had
disintegrated into smaller parts. The situation was dire. The commander of the White
Army Pyotr Wrangel tried to maintain the combat readiness of his troops by setting up
a common umbrella organization for white officers. This coalition was officially estab-
lished in September of 1924 and named the Russian All-Military Union', i.e. ROVS'S.
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A secret combat organization led by General Alexander Kutepov was created
within the ROVS. One of its most important Russian routes, so-called “windows”,
was located in the Karelian Isthmus. ROVS agents traveled through Southern Fin-
land using secret routes over the eastern border and back into Western Europe!”.

The Isthmus Window

The collaborative initiatives between the émigrés and their allies caused a great
deal of concern in the Soviet Union. The secret police OGPU'® decided to fight back
using a tactic which was heavily influenced by the history of the Okhrana, the secret
police of the Russian Empire. OGPU created fake counter-revolutionary organiza-
tions, the most famous of which was the Monarchist Union of Central Russia, or more
simply Trust. This organization, which presented itself as anti-Bolshevist, but was
actually monitored by the OGPU, pretended to operate in the Soviet Union. It man-
aged to win the trust of both the Finnish general staff intelligence and the Secret
Intelligence Service (SIS) of Great Britain'.

With the help of the Trust, the head of the secret police of the Soviet Union
Lubyanka and its subdivision in Leningrad managed to control the intelligence and
other clandestine operations by various western countries and the émigrés in Soviet
Russia in 1921-1927%. The scheme was successful, but gradually suspicions began
to emerge. The émigré activists and western intelligence officers found it hard to ex-
plain to themselves why counter-revolutionary operations met with ever-increasing
misfortune.

The situation culminated in the beginning of 1927. In March, a meeting was held
in the Frolov Villa in Terijoki, protected by the Finnish general staff intelligence.
Attending the meeting were Trust liaisons and general staff officers, but also a secret
guest of honor from Paris. “The actual leader of the Russian Monarchist émigrés”
Alexander Kutepov had been allowed into Finland. Atmosphere at the meeting was
intense and the discussion focused on initiating a counter-revolutionary bomb war?'.
The secret police of the Soviet Union drew its own conclusions on the situation.
The operation of Trust was no longer worthwhile, because the fake organization was
dangerously close to being exposed and it could no longer curtail the terrorist plots
by émigré activists. Evidently, the first step in shutting down the organization was
a mission given to an OGPU agent. He was ordered to reveal the deception which
had continued for years to the ROVS representatives smuggled into Moscow?>.

The scandalous news quickly travelled to Helsinki and Vyborg and from there
to Paris raising concerns?. If an organization like Trust could have been controlled
by the OGPU, then anyone could be a traitor?.. The leadership of the ROVS was
shocked by the revelation, but not paralyzed. The émigré generals in Paris wanted
revenge. In the spring of 1927, the leader of the armed wing of the ROVS Alexander
Kutepov and his allies decided to launch a terror campaign against the Soviet Union.
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The situation seemed opportune, as the relationship between Great Britain and So-
viet Union had been severed, which was believed to predict war.

The expectant atmosphere culminated with terrorist attacks attempted by
ROVS activists in Leningrad and Moscow, with the support of the Finnish general
staff intelligence and the Secret Intelligence Service of Great Britain®. The attack
on Lubyanka’s dormitory was a failure, but the devastating grenade assassination at
a party clubhouse by the Moyka encouraged the attackers to continue the bombing
campaign. In August of 1927, the new leader of Kutepov’s combat organization, émi-
gré activist Georgy Radkovich, arrived to Finland, sending two two-person bomb-
ing teams to the Soviet Union from the area to the north of Lake Ladoga®.

From Brotherhood to Separatists

ROVS’s most active clandestine operations in the Karelian Isthmus began to fade in
1928-1930. The change resulted, in particular, from the fact that the Finnish authori-
ties had banished Russian activists from the country after the terrorist attacks carried
out in the Soviet Union had unnerved the Finnish political leaders. The President and
the government did not want to sever all of their ties to their eastern neighbor. As the
ROVS was losing its ability to take action, another activist organization, Brotherhood
of Russian Truth* and its leader in Finland Anatoly Toll intensified their operations in
Finland. Brother number 213 sent his spies into Leningrad from the Isthmus and made
arrangements in several other directions. Toll and his contacts in Berlin caused con-
cern in the Finnish security authorities. They were still interested in influencing the
events in the Soviet Union and even contributing to terrorist attacks, but they were
afraid that OGPU had interfered in Toll’s clandestine undertakings?.

The concerns were justified as the secret police had infiltrated the brotherhood.
Most terror plots by Toll and his partners were doomed to fail. OGPU was aware of
both the clandestine undertakings of the brotherhood and their connections to the
intelligence services of various countries. This was especially clear in the case where
the general staff intelligence and Toll attempted to sneak Armenian freedom fighter
terrorists into Caucasia from Finland in the early years of the 1930s*. The “Armenian
case” and other similar incidents were part of a larger chain of events: underground
operations by Soviet national minorities intensified in the turn of the 1930s. New
activist organizations attempted to turn Ukraine, Armenia, Georgia, and many other
regions into independent countries and did not shy away from violent methods™.

The Skoblin Affair

When General Yevgeny Miller was elected to lead the ROV'S in 1930, his position
was far from enviable. While Miller took a more reserved view on terrorism than his
predecessor Alexander Kutepov, he also wanted to increase underground contacts
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into the Soviet Union. One aspect of this was the attempt to establish a new intel-
ligence channel from the Karelian Isthmus to the Soviet Union in 1933

Miller tightened his contacts with Major General Severin Dobrovolsky®2. The
émigré officer who resided in Vyborg suggested in 1933 that the intelligence connec-
tions could be established with the help of the Finnish security authorities®. A little
later, General Miller received a letter from Finland, in which the head of intelligence
at the Finnish general staff Erik Malmberg announced that the Finnish general staff
supported the idea™.

Major General Nikolai Skoblin was named to head the new intelligence channel.
He made arrangements with the Finnish intelligence officers regarding the shared
intelligence channel for ROVS and the general staff. The ROVS activists wanted to
gather information from the Soviet Union, but also to attempt to carry out terrorist
attacks and even assassinate Joseph Stalin. Despite the big talk, the cooperation be-
tween the intelligence officers and ROV'S did not work as planned. The agents that
ROVS had delivered to Finland were not only exposed, but very nearly captured on
their way to Leningrad. The general staff was unnerved by the firefight on the Soviet
Union’s side of the border and cancelled the agreement, never continuing the coop-
eration on the previous scale after 1936.

While the Skoblin affair ended in a failure, even that did not convince the Finnish
general staff intelligence officers to end the ROVS cooperation for good. The policy
seems stubborn at first, but it was based on some rational justification. When the
international situation grew tense in the final years of the 1930s, the general staft
could not relinquish their émigré contacts as the information they provided was more
valuable than ever before®. The final boom of counter-revolutionary activism hap-
pened just before the Second World War. The Russian policy of Nazi Germany was
activated, leading to a momentary warming of relations between Germany and a few
White émigré organizations. This also reflected quickly on Finland. The region of the
republic was once more to be used as a support area for terrorists and spies, but op-
erations ceased with the signing of the Molotov—Ribbentrop Pact in August 1939%,

In Conclusion

It can be said that Finland had a significant role as a support area for the counter-
revolutionary struggle. Several intelligence and combat organizations, in which the
old elite of the Russian Empire in particular had a key role, operated in the region
of the republic. The representatives of the old elite wanted to overthrow the Soviet
system and return to their homeland, one way or another. Some did not hesitate
to use terrorist attacks, sabotage, and assassinations to help reach their goals. It is
clear that most terrorist attacks and espionage plots would have lost their vitality
without the active and passive support of the Finnish authorities. Some Finnish
security authorities saw the Soviet Union as a giant with feet of clay, who could
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collapse at any time. This belief was at its strongest in the 1920s, but did not disap-
pear during the 1930s. This view was based on an anti-Bolshevist worldview, but
also on knowledge of the problems gnawing at the Soviet Union. The political elite
and the security authorities of the Soviet Union often defined the Finnish region to
be “a country of White bandits” and even “a den of terrorists”. It was not left un-
noticed in Moscow that the Finnish authorities turned a blind eye to the activities
of the counter-revolutionary forces and even supported them. This phenomenon
provided the political leadership of the Soviet Union a major propaganda weap-
on which it was able to use masterfully. Purpose-oriented anti-Finnish views with
enough basis in fact to seem plausible were publicized at convenient times. The
trails of many exposed espionage and terror plots led straight to the headquarters
of the secret police of the Soviet Union, Lubyanka. The intelligence officers of the
Bolshevik authority infiltrated their provocateurs inside the combat organizations,
thus attempting to control their underground operations. The tactic was successful
and made active resistance difficult.
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Neobhodimo razrusit gnezdo terroristov v Finljandii // Izvestija. 1927. 04.10.
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