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Abstract
Finland won its independence in a short war in 1918. The war was along color lines between the
“Reds™ and the “Whites” Flags and other symbols were important in distinguishing the sides.
Both sides received foreign help. Images of the wide variety of flags used were captured by pho-
tographers and many still exist. In this paper we will survey the field.

The country of Finland sits near the top of the world between the Kingdoms of Sweden
and Norway, and the mighty Empire of Russia. It is not truly a part of any of them,
though it leans more to Scandinavia. The Finnish language is unique and the ethnic
traits and ties are very different. For many years Finland was ruled by Sweden and the
small minor nobility were Swedish and adopted Swedish customs and culture. About
ten percent of the population is still Swedish speaking. As part of the Napoleonic war
reparations Sweden gave up Finland to the Russian Tsar in return for the Norwegian
holdings of Denmark in 1809. The territory became a Grand Duchy under the Tsar
Alexander I and his successors and held a considerable degree of autonomy. It even
had its own legislature or Diet. The Russian path to the sea, which was Peter the Great
overwhelming ambition, was now larger and better protected and the Tsars could be
generous.

The Russian language was needed for many transactions, but Finnish and Swed-
ish were taught in the schools. Finland even had its own army, at least in name, though
it was strictly in the Russian empire mode. It was a polyglot army with orders in Rus-
sian, the enlisted men speaking Finnish and many of the officers from the Swedish
speaking aristocracy. The army had a flag of Russian style but with some Finnish ele-
ments in blue and yellow.'

In the nineteenth century all of Europe was convulsed by a search for ethnic
identity. Finland was no different but its status as a Grand Duchy made the demonstra-
tions for autonomy less strident. All this changed when Nicholas II decided to
“Russify” his empire. The man he sent to Finland, Bobrikov, attacked the Finnish cul-
ture at its core. The army was done away with in 1901. Hundreds were sent to prison
or exile. He became hated and was eventually assassinated. Nationalistic sentiment
grew even stronger. At this time symbols and flags representing Finland became popu-
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shield.

At the major battle of Tampere, Mannerheim sent out an order that the White
troops were to wear a fir twig in their caps as a distinguishing sign. This became a
popular symbol and was incorporated into many insignia in later years. It was worn by
many troops in the great victory parade. Mannerheim’s favorite head gear was a white
fur cap and this also became a popular insignia and became part of the officers’ uni-
form after the war along with the white arm band.

The war ended with an overwhelming victory for the Whites. This is not the
place for a detailed discussion or the unfortunate repercussions that occurred after the
war when so many Red prisoners died of neglect.

In each city that fell Mannerheim held a victory parade and the grandest was that
held on 16 May, 1918 in Helsinki which has been photographically recorded for pos-
terity. All the troops in their various uniforms marched with Mannerheim and then past
Mannerheim through the Senate square and down the tree lined Esplanade. The streets
were lined with blue and white and red and yellow bunting. For years afterwards 16
May was celebrated as Finland’s Flag Day.

The Senate had already begun negotiations for a German prince, Frederick Karl
of Hesse, a brother-in-law of the Kaiser to become king of the new country. The re-
cently approved Finland state flag sprouted a royal or grand ducal crown on 29 May,
1918. At that time many believed that you could not enter the world stage except as a
monarchy of some kind. Mannerheim was given a German army liaison to help him.
He submitted his resignation in disgust on May 30 and went to Sweden. When the Ger-
man Empire collapsed in November 1918, Mannerheim who had many friends among
the allies was called back to Finland and made the head of state of a free, democratic
and independent Finland.

The crown disappeared on February 12 1920 and the flag became close to what it
is today. In 1978 the shield was removed leaving the blue cross on a white field. A de-
sign attributed to designer O. W. Ehlstrom. In 1940 the Army Flag Day was moved to
4 June Marshal Mannerheim’s birthday.
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