Sisu: the Battles for Suursaari Island, 1942 & 1944

without power. The Germans in them all
surrendered and were towed back to
Haapasaaret.

Miettinen felt he had to eradicate the German
presence before night fell and enemy ships
reappeared. So a second counterattack using
fresh troops was prepared at about 12:00,
scheduled to begin at 16:30. There would be two
battle groups, Autio and Hamalainen:

Battle Group Autio (Captain Autio):

1. & 3. Platoon/Training Company

1. Platoon/9. Coastal Defence Company
2. Platoon/1. Coastal Engineer Company
1. Platoon/8. Coastal Defense Company
1. Platoon/8. Coastal Defence Company
2x Machine-gun Teams

Battle Group Hé&amaéalainen
Hamalainen):

(Lieutenant

2. & 4. Platoon/Training Company

2. & 3. Platoon/9. Coastal Defence Company

1. Platoon/Headquarters Company

1. Platoon/1. Coastal Engineer Company

1x Machine-gun Platoon

“Detachment A”— mixed bag

“Detachment H” — ditto

3. Company/7. Coastal Infantry Battalion 7
(reserve)

Artillery fire was to be coordinated by Major
Sokajarvi. By 13:00 ammunition resupply had
been organised and by 14:00 the stockpiles were
in place. At 16:15 a pair of machine-guns from 7
Company was set up on Majakallio.

Preparations were not completed by 16:30 so
Miettinen cancelled the attack. However, some
elements never received the message and began
the assault anyway. They made great headway,
and the Germans, now almost out of ammunition,
decided to surrender.

Commodore Mecke went up to Miettinen’s HQ on
Kotokallio under a flag of truce. Miettinen was not
there, but they conversed by telephone. Mecke
first asked whether he could evacuate his
remaining 1,000 men aboard the MFP F-177,
which was still more or less afloat. There were
also some sturmboots lying about. Miettinen
refused. So, a surrender was agreed at 18:45.
The ceasefire was reminiscent of a peacetime
tactical exercise; the two officers roamed the
island shouting “cease fire! Combat has ended!”.
Mecke had to confirm his surrender with Tallinn.
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The Finnish radio managed to raise the base and
permission was given.

Meanwhile, 5 German MTBs were spotted circling
the island. These were probably from 5. S-Boot
Flottille. They flashed out some signals but
received no response and sped away, assuming
the worst. Nevertheless, their appearance raised
German hopes. It was decided to string the
surrender out until nightfall. Some Germans had
yet to hand in their weapons by 21:00.

At 19:00 a pair of Soviet MTBs also appeared,
signalled, and failed to receive a response form
either side. At 21:50, Finnish boats from
Haapasaaret brought ammunition and a fresh
company of troops; the next day elements of the
3rd Battalion of Infantry Regiment 1 were also
sent.

Under cover of darkness, small groups of
Germans converged on the remaining
sturmboots, boarded them, and headed out to
sea. Captain Sonnemann was one of the lucky
ones. His and three other boats reached
Tytarsaari Island, 20 Km away. Four other boats
also escaped. The rest did not. Some ran out of
gas and were strafed by Soviet aircraft the next
day, and some reached enemy-held Lavansaari.
In all, 85 Germans successfully escaped.

[Aftermath at Suurkyld Harbour]
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Results

Operation Tanne cost the Germans 153 (or 155)
KIA, 175 WIA, and 1,057 (or 1,231) POWSs. The
Finns lost 36-37 KIA, 67-69 WIA, 8 MIA, and 7 (or
zero) POWs, plus 5 civilian workers killed out of
the handful who could not be evacuated in time.
It appears that the Finnish POWSs (assuming the
report of their existence is true) were evacuated
by the Germans and died when their vessel was
sunk.

Some of his men avoided capture among the
rocks and caves for a few days, but Commodore
Mecke almost escaped entirely. He was sent to a
POW camp in Finland. The camp did not even
have a barbed wire fence and he simply walked
away. However, he was recaptured at Turku trying
to board a ferry for Stockholm. On 19 October all
German prisoners were handed over to the
Soviets. Most of them died in captivity. Mecke
survived and was repatriated in 1955.

Miettinen’s future career was much different. Due
to his defense of the island he rocketed to
stardom, becoming Kenraaliluutnantti (Lt.
General) before retiring and receiving the
Mannerheim Cross. Unfortunately he was caught
up in the infamous postwar Weapons Cache Case
and his reputation took a severe blow. Still, he
served as a military attaché in Moscow, a teacher
at the Finnish Military Academy, an Inspector of
Maritime Defense, and a commander of a military
district.

German equipment losses vary with the source
used. The most complete list is: 3 MFPs, 3 AFPs,
and tugboat Pernau sunk, along with R-29, which
was damaged in a collision with M-15 about 02:00
on 15 September and later sunk by a Finnish
MTB; 3 M-class and 3 R-class minesweepers
damaged. Weapons captured by the Finns
included 6x 88mm guns, 4x light field guns, 2x
mortars, 4x 75mm AT guns, and 3x light AA guns.
2 halftracks, a radio truck, and some other trucks
were either destroyed or captured.

The Finns lost all their vessels in the harbour
except the Porkkala. Most were destroyed by the
Germans but the Soviet airforce completed the
job. However, the Finns captured MFP F-177 and
the barge B-35, plus some sturmboots. The
ferries remained in civilian service until the 1960s.

Finnish ammunition expenditure for the battle is
also known: 960 artillery rounds (the 122mm gun
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fired 27), 844 mortar rounds (only two of the
platoons fired), and 53,000 bullets.

On 19 September the Soviet-Finnish Peace came
into effect and the Finns evacuated Suursaari
between 21 and 22 September. The Soviets
arrived on 26 September and immediately
demanded the custodial garrison hand over all
heavy weapons. They were incensed to learn the
Finns had evacuated most of it — under the terms
of the treaty they were not obliged to give up
weapons and equipment, but obviously, if had still
been there the Russians would have taken it.

Operation Tanne was a waste of time and
resources for the Germans. The Soviets entered
Tallinn on 22 September. However, it was of great
political significance for the Finns. First, they
avoided the potential Soviet charge of breaking
the terms of the armistice. Throughout this period
the Russians repeatedly provoked the Finnish
troops, seeking an excuse to resume fighting.

Second, though the Soviets were not mollified by
the vigorous Finnish defence (there were
insinuations that the battle never took place),
because the Germans had indeed attacked, and
so soon after the deadline for the evacuation, the
Finnish government was able to persuade their
own people that it was all right to fight the
Germans.

In more practical terms the onset of the battle led
to the recall of all Finnish merchant ships. Since
most of these were under German lease, and
currently evacuating materiel from northern
Finland, the Germans wound up losing 13,000
tons of badly needed supplies.

The Russians still own Suursaari — pardon,
Gogland.
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Sources
Books

Nenye, Vesa. Finland at War: the Continuation
and Lapland Wars 1941-45. This is the second
volume in a pair of books about Finland’s part in
the Second World War. Osprey-style layout but
much more comprehensive (over 300 pages).

Websites

Jaeger Platoon: Finnish Army 1918-1945 at http://
www.jaegerplatoon.net. Mainly dedicated to
information about organisation and weapons, the
site includes some battle descriptions as well as
background information. 1st Suursaari is not
covered, but 2nd Suursari is, in some detail. The
author uses a number of war diaries and personal
accounts taken from the Finnish side.

The forum site feldgrau.net. There are a number
of useful posts, especially by administrator Jason
Pipes, on the composition of the forces involved
at 2nd Suursaari.
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The website Lexicon der Wehrmacht at http://
www.lexikon-der-wehrmacht.de provides
information about German unit structure and
some unit postings.

Similarly, HyperWar: Handbook on German
Military Forces at https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/
Germany/HB/HB-2.html. Especially Chapter Two.
Useful for German TO&E (which is what it is).

Navypedia; Fighting Ships of the World at http://
www.navypedia.org referencing both the
Kriegsmarine and Finland sections (captured
ships are to be found under their original owners.
Technical specifications. The Germans had an
amazing number of armed ferry types.

And the Kriegsmarine section of http://
www.german-navy.de.

All photographs (except the Siebel Ferry from the
Bundsarchiv) courtesy of SA-kuva (Finnish Armed
Forces archives)

[Lt Col Miettinen receiving visitors]
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