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ORIGINS OF THE CAMPAIGN

During late 1940, German commanders drafting initial plans for Operation Barbarossa, the invasion of Russia, looked at the High Arctic from a defensive point of view. Protecting the Finnish nickel mines in the Petsamo corridor was the main aim; this area included the port of Liinahamari, the only Finnish port on the Barents Sea retained by Finland after the Winter War with Russia ended in March 1940. As the conflict with the Soviet Union was imminent, Adolf Hitler thought Russian war aims would include seizing this corridor. Economic priorities dominated his strategic thinking and Finnish nickel essential to the German armaments industry had to be protected.


[image: A group of soldiers walking with a horse and cart next to a lake, with snow on the ground and on a hillside in the background.]

German soldiers with equipment loaded onto a cart march on a track into Finland by a lake during late June 1941. Snow on some slopes has not melted and the lake’s surface is still frozen. (Arkiv i Nordland, CC BY-SA 2.0 https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/, via Wikimedia Commons)



In April 1940, he had launched the invasion of Norway primarily for another economic motive, to guarantee the supply of Swedish iron ore to Germany. This campaign, owing to the huge distances involved and the lack of sea dominance, had for a while been touch and go. Elements of 3. Gebirgsdivision (3. GD) commanded by Generalmajor Eduard Dietl (primarily Gebirgsjäger-Regiment [GJR] 139), embarked on destroyers, had the perilous mission of sailing north from Germany through waters for the most part controlled by the Royal Navy and landing at Narvik in northern Norway; this port was the rail terminus for a line running from the Swedish mines at Gällivare. At the port, ships loaded the ore and sailed to Germany along the Norwegian coast. This route, the main way ore could reach Germany from Sweden during the winter months when the Gulf of Bothnia on the Swedish coast was frozen over, was in danger if the British seized Narvik before the Germans. Similarly, the German command thought the Russians could seize the Finnish nickel mines before the Germans could occupy them.
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German soldiers seen during late June 1941 behind a hill in Finland close to the Russian border, prior to the assault on the bunker line. Note the MG34 on a tripod for use against enemy planes. (Arkiv i Nordland, CC BY-SA 2.0 https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/, via Wikimedia Commons)



Dietl’s force at Narvik had managed to establish defensive positions around the port, and Norwegian, British, Polish, and French forces had the difficult, though not impossible, task of shrinking his perimeter and seizing the town; this they accomplished, though the collapse of France led to the Allies evacuating. Dietl’s men held on until a relief column marching north from Trondheim comprising men from 2. GD (GJR 136 and GJR 137) got to them.

Using Gebirgsjäger to occupy and defend the Finnish nickel mines in the Petsamo area near the Russian frontier, close to the Norwegian port of Kirkenes, was an obvious mission in the event of a war with Russia. This would also occur if Russian forces again invaded Finland and, in August 1940, this was thought possible, especially after Russia occupied Bessarabia in July. 2. GD was sent further north to Finnmark, closer to the Finnish border, to prepare for such an eventuality. Meanwhile, 3. GD stayed on in Narvik to defend the hard-won gains, as another incursion by British forces landing on the coast of northern Norway was thought highly possible.

On 22 September 1940, Germany made a transit agreement with Finland allowing the movement of army supplies and personnel through Finland on the way to Kirkenes. Marshal Carl Gustaf Mannerheim, the Finnish Commander-in-Chief, later claimed this stopped Russia from invading Finland again. In November, when the Soviet Foreign Minister, Vyacheslav Molotov, visited Berlin, he was told the arrangement was necessary to combat the threat of a British landing in northern Norway. Finland was keen to fall under German protection from Russia, though Germany did not want to make this arrangement known as the invasion of Russia was in the offing.

German planners debating objectives for a Russian campaign established Kandalaksha on the Murman Railway as the primary priority in the far north, with Murmansk on the Barents Sea the secondary objective. Oberkommando der Wehrmacht (OKW) informed Dietl, following his occupation of Petsamo and Kolosjoki, that the assault towards Murmansk would only happen if conditions permitted. He still had to plan with this as a possibility, and his staff set to work, studying the problems of such an operation. The terrain in the Kola Peninsula, the area Dietl’s men had to go through to get to the city, was a mystery. Because of snow coverage, reconnaissance flights could not make out the lay of the land. Petsamo was familiar and the Germans assessed the Kola would be roughly the same, up to the Litza River; further east, though, even the layout of the lakes was unknown.
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Gebirgsjäger from GJR 137 near the Russian border in June 1941. (Arkiv i Nordland, CC BY-SA 2.0 https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/, via Wikimedia Commons)



The boggy and boulder-strewn ground meant even horse-drawn carts needed roads to run effectively. The maps the Germans could get were inaccurate and led to a false impression about the road layout. Assumptions on the extent of the roads, including a link between Titovka and Zapadnaya Litza on the coast, plus further inland roads from Motovsky to Murmansk, Motovsky to Loustari in Finland, and Motovsky to Zapadnaya Litza, were wrong. The immediate problem was the lack of a road running from Finland to the frontier, and this needed to be built prior to a German assault commencing. The lack of animal feed was another issue as none could be found in the barren tundra. Also, the importance of seizing the Rybachy Peninsula, jutting out north into the sea close to Petsamo, had to be contemplated. Guns on the peninsula’s south-western side could target German ships carrying supplies to Liinahamari.

The tundra dominating the far north was a carpet of moss soaked with meltwater and festooned with patches of barren bedrock in a reddish, at times bluish grey, hue; on dark ridgelines, huge boulders and strangely shaped stone blocks lay randomly scattered. Between these ridges, meltwater ponds and bogs had formed; at the foot of higher ridgelines these ponds had turned into lakes. Foliage was limited, mostly dwarf birches in sheltered hollows, their twisted trunks growing close to the ground to get through the storms of winter. The terrain was practically empty of human inhabitation, with no proper roads, houses, signs, or sometimes even trails. The soldier had to take everything with him and commanders thought that the Gebirgsjäger, hardened physically to alpine conditions and mentally tough enough to deal with the landscape’s emptiness, would be best suited to endure this environment. Whilst military objectives elsewhere in Europe would be obvious, the soldier in the tundra could not easily understand the point of fighting for a wasteland comprising desolate rock and moorland with no end. Murmansk was far away, never to be seen.




CHRONOLOGY 

1940 


	August 2. GD deploys north from Narvik to Kirkenes on the Finnish border to be ready to occupy the Kolosjoki nickel mines if Russia invades Finland again (Operation Reindeer). 

	22 September Transit agreement with Finland allows German army personnel to travel through Finland to Kirkenes. 

	18 December The Operation Barbarossa planning guidance for invading Russia makes Kandalaksha on the Murman Railway, and not the port of Murmansk, the priority for German forces based in Finland. 



1941


	January Generaloberst Nikolaus von Falkenhorst’s Army Command Norway issues the plans for Operation Silver Fox. This includes Operation Platinum Fox, Dietl’s advance to Polyarny, the Russian Northern Fleet base on the western bank of Kola Fjord. The port of Murmansk lies further south along the fjord on the eastern bank. Operation Arctic Fox is the assault by German and Finnish forces on Kandalaksha from central Finland. 

	April The participation of 3. GD is confirmed after Dietl discusses the plans for Operation Silver Fox with Hitler. 

	22 June Operation Barbarossa begins and Dietl commences and soon completes Operation Reindeer. 

	The Russian 52nd Rifle Division based on the Kola Peninsula begins the long journey to the Finnish border. 

	29 June Dietl’s men begin the assault on Russia. GJR 137 takes the bunker line and Titovka bridge. GJR 136 establishes positions on Mustatunturi near the Sredny Peninsula. 3. GD deploys further south, discovers no roads further inland to Motovsky, and has to follow 2. GD’s route. 

	30 June–5 July Most of GJR 136 stays on the isthmus to combat 135th Rifle Regiment garrisoning Rybachy and Sredny Peninsulas. 

	6–7 July GJR 137 from Zapadnaya Litza plus GJR 138 on the Litza’s western bank assault the Litza bridge and the hills behind. 52nd Rifle Division has established camouflaged defence positions on both banks and with artillery support to defeat the Germans, forcing GJR 138 to abandon the bridgehead and nearly destroying I./GJR 137, which was sent to envelop Russian forces behind the bridge. The bridge is demolished by the Russians. 

	13–18 July Dietl attempts to collapse Russian positions opposite the destroyed bridge by making a stronger envelopment with most of GJR 136, GJR 137, and elements of GJR 138. They are stopped by 58th Rifle Regiment in the Ura Kettle, a dip at the end of Long Lake surrounded by mountain tops. A landing at Zapadnaya Litza by 325th Rifle Regiment plus naval detachments threatens the German line in the north. 

	30 July A British carrier-borne air force raid on Kirkenes and Petsamo achieves little, though persuades 6. Zerstorer Flotille to go back to base at Kirkenes. 

	Hitler signs off on the deployment of 6. GD to Kirkenes from Greece, expected in Kirkenes early to mid-September. Falkenhorst has already agreed to send Dietl IR 388 from southern Norway and SS IR 9 from Kirkenes.

	2–5 AugustOperation Hofmeister is conducted in the area known as the ‘Duchy’ to guarantee the coastal flank. 

	30 AugustHMS Trident sinks three transport ships between Tromsø and Hammerfest. 

	7 SeptemberA British surface fleet intercepts a convoy carrying men from 6. GD sailing between Tromsø and Kirkenes. Freighters and guard ship Bremse are sunk, though the transports escape into Honningsvåg. Most of 6. GD has to march to the front and will not arrive until October. 

	7–19 SeptemberDietl’s last attempt to unhinge Russian defences on the Litza is a double envelopment to surround them by uniting at New Road. 3. GD deploys further south so as not to hit Russian positions head-on, though this takes time, distances them from 2. GD, and delays the assault. IR 388 attempts to seize the heights south of Litza bridge and suffers heavy losses. Further north, 2. GD has better success, expanding the Litza bridgehead, though SS IR 9’s assault fails. 

	October3. GD withdraws to the Litza’s western bank and then departs northern Norway. 2. GD is pulled out the line to Parkkina. 6. GD occupies defence positions in the Litza bridgehead. 




[image: Several soldiers wearing coats and helmets, firing a large gun with an armour plate, in a forested area.]

A Russian long-range gun firing in September 1941. The Russians had artillery superiority, especially on Rybachy Peninsula; they could make this count because of a static battlefield. (Sovfoto/Universal Images Group via Getty Images)






OPPOSING COMMANDERS

GERMAN

Generalleutnant Eduard Dietl was born on 21 July 1890 and joined the German Army in 1909 as an officer cadet. When a Leutnant with the infantry, he was wounded on the Western Front in October 1914, promoted to Oberleutnant in July 1915, and stayed on the Western Front until the armistice in 1918. Through the 1920s and 1930s, he continued to serve in the army, being promoted to Major in 1930, Oberstleutnant in 1933, and Oberst in 1935. He took command of GJR 99 in 1935–38 and was then appointed Generalmajor and divisional commander of 3. GD.

On campaign, he would hike between command posts to get an impression of the front. He was concerned about conditions, expressed gratitude to soldiers, awarded decorations, and encouraged those who had despondent thoughts. This meant at most times he found himself at battalion HQs and not his own HQ. He was a strict disciplinarian and Falkenhorst sought to make punishments for misdemeanours passed by Dietl less harsh. From 1942, arbitrary shootings of German penal soldiers by guards during a forced march from Rovaniemi to Petsamo happened at Dietl’s instigation, and he himself threatened to shoot those who did not participate in the marches.
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The Ju 87B Stuka pilot Leutnant Karl Rommel is congratulated by Generalleutnant Dietl in June 1941 whilst at Høybuktmoen airfield. He was shot down and killed by British aircraft on 30 July. (Finnmark Fylkesbibliotek, CC BY-SA 4.0 https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/, via Digital Museum RuRa02077)



Falkenhorst thought Dietl was in his element in the mountains and explained his extremely tough and strong-willed character on this environment. Dietl was harsh with himself and did not demand a lot for his personal comfort. He was a Nazi Party member before Hitler and implicitly trusted the Führer. In 1923, he did not act to crush Hitler’s failed Beer Hall Putsch in Munich. He was the first German soldier to be awarded the Oakleaves to the Ritterkreuz, on 19 June 1940, for his efforts in northern Norway, earning him the name ‘hero of Narvik’. Falkenhorst, of a noble family, was suspicious of him as Dietl had middle class origins and was lauded by Hitler. Dietl would rise to the rank of Generaloberst and lead 20. Gebirgs Armee, established to command all German forces in the Arctic. He died in a plane crash on 23 June 1944 and on 1 July 1944 Hitler posthumously awarded him the Swords to his Ritterkreuz.


[image: Four men in uniforms with peaked caps and a dog walking next to a bunker set in the ground, with a wide landscape in the background.]

Oberstleutnant Georg Ritter von Hengl, seen on the group’s right, inspects the bunker line near the border, probably on 1 July 1941. (Finnmark Fylkesbibliotek, CC BY-SA 4.0 https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/, via Digital Museum RuRa03251)



Oberstleutnant Georg Ritter von Hengl was born on 21 October 1897 and during August 1914 had gone to the Western Front as an infantryman; on 4 November, with Reserve-Infanterie-Regiment 9 he was wounded at Langemarck, in Belgium, and stayed in hospital until 5 March 1915. Promoted to Unteroffizier he then fought on the Eastern Front. By 27 September, Vizefeldwebel Hengl was a Zug (platoon) leader in Reserve-Infanterie-Regiment 22 in Serbia. In early 1916, he transferred back to the Western Front, serving near Verdun, and was wounded again on 6 May 1916. He then found his way to Russia, fighting at Dunaberg in 1917, and in May 1917–February 1918 was a company commander with the rank of Leutnant der Reserve.

He then volunteered to be a pilot’s observer. He flew on the Western Front and was shot down during the late spring of 1918, though both he and his pilot survived and were rescued. By October, they had shot down six aircraft. Hengl flew on 300 missions and was awarded the Ritterkreuz of the Military Order of Max Joseph, ennobling him.

In 1921, he joined the police, and in 1934 the SS-VT with the rank of SS Sturmbannfuhrer. In October 1935, he was back in the army, with the rank of Hauptmann, commanding 4./GJR 100. By September 1939, Oberstleutnant Hengl was commanding III./GJR 99 in Poland, and then on 24 February 1940 took command of GJR 137, leading the unit during the Norwegian campaign. On 25 August 1941, he was awarded the Ritterkreuz for his efforts during the initial stages of Operation Platinum Fox. His demeanour exhibited calmness and confidence. He knew the limits of his men, and if a critical situation developed he would always be there.
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Dietl, sitting second from right, and Hengl, third from right, discuss the situation with other staff officers in June 1941. (Finnmark Fylkesbibliotek, CC BY-SA 4.0 https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/, via Digital Museum RuRa02001)



From March 1942 to October 1943, he was commander of 2. GD, first as Generalmajor and then as Generalleutnant. From January to April 1944, promoted General der Gebirgstruppe, he was commanding both this formation and 6. GD. He was then appointed to the Personnel Office of OKH. In January 1945, he was supposed to be sent to the Eastern Front but did not go because of an illness. He died on 19 March 1952 whilst skiing.



RUSSIAN

Major Khariton A. Khudalov was born in North Ossetia on 9 January 1905 into a peasant family. He was drafted into the Russian Army in 1926 and served with the national cavalry regiment. In 1927, he studied at the cavalry school in Krasnodar; in 1930, he graduated and was appointed platoon commander in the Georgian Cavalry Regiment. In 1932, he was posted to Leningrad with 66th Cavalry Regiment, and in 1939 was with 14th Rifle Division, as the chief of cavalry combat operations. He fought with them during the Winter War, and then in August 1940 took command of 35th Separate Reconnaissance Battalion prior to commanding 62nd Separate Reconnaissance Battalion, 52nd Rifle Division, from October. On 15 July 1941, Major Khudalov was appointed commander of 58th Rifle Regiment, 52nd Rifle Division.

He would command 10th Guards Rifle Division (52nd Rifle Division was made 10th Guards Rifle Division on 26 December 1941) from 24 July 1942 until late 1943 (firstly with the rank of Colonel then as Major General), and then again from March 1944 to 1947. He was sent to the Frunze Military Academy in 1947, commanded 50th Guards Rifle Division from 1949–52, graduated from the Military Academy of the General Staff, was promoted to Lieutenant General in 1955, and fulfilled a host of command roles until retiring in 1962. He died on 7 July 2000.

Colonel Daniel Yefimovich Krasilnikov was born on 24 December 1899. On 12 October 1918, he joined the Red
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