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“Railroad of Death”: History and Archaeology of the German-built
Second World War Hyrynsalmi–Kuusamo Railway 1942–1944
Oula Seitsonen1 and Mari Olafson Lundemo2

Introduction
During the years 1941–1944, the frontal responsibility and military control of northern
Finland was held by German troops, as Finland’s allies in the fight against the Soviet Union.
Operation Barbarossa, Hitler’s attack to Soviet Union, was launched partly from Finland
in the summer of 1941 with the expectation of a rapid advance eastwards into Soviet
territory. However, owing to the poor preparation of the German troops, little military
progress was achieved along the meagre or non-existing roads on the Arctic front. The
years that W
 ehrmacht stayed in this northern periphery were therefore spent just as much
on construction and development of the local infrastructure as on fighting the Red Army.
Large amounts of human and material resources were spent on a myriad of infrastructure
projects, such as building roads, bridges, railroads, and airfields.
Among the numerous alliances and collaborations of the Second World War, the
Finnish-German wartime relationship was an unlikely match between a small democracy
and a large totalitarian regime. Ever since the establishment of the alliance and until the
present day, this part of Finnish history has been the source of much ambivalence, and the
German presence has been perceived both as a necessary evil and a welcome aid in time
of adversity. In the memories and remembrances of local Finns, the members of the many
German organisations operating in Finland, from the Wehrmacht soldiers to the engineers
of Organisation Todt and members of Waffen-SS, are remembered on the one hand for
their kindness towards children, and on the other, for their harsh violence towards prisoners, and anything in between. Given the close contact that many Finns in the northern
parts of the country had with these foreigners compared to the official cautiousness towards Germany, it was inevitable that the Finnish perception of these years is not a unified
and simple story, but rather a multi-faceted and ambivalent personal experience residing
within the individual, family, and local communal memories.
In this article we explore one of the largest German infrastructural undertakings in
Finland during the war, the construction of a short-lived narrow-gauge railroad between
Hyrynsalmi and Kuusamo in northeast Finland (Fig. 1). This work was started in 1942,
using a workforce mainly consisting of multinational prisoners of war (POWs) and forced labourers.3 After much effort, this railway, running through the roadless northern
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Figure 1. Location of the Hyrynsalmi-Kuusamo railroad (HK), the stations along the railroad line, and
the German-run Prisoner-of-War and forced labour camps in the area (numbers refer to Table 2
(Map: Oula Seitsonen; based on Gottwald 1986, 283; Otto n.d.; Westerlund 2008; Kallioniemi 2018a.
https://kenttarata-feldbahn.weebly.com/; Kainuun liitto 2019; Lundemo 2020; Seitsonen 2020.).
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 ilderness, was taken into use in the spring of 1944, only a few months before the Finnishw
German alliance ended in September that year. As part of their rapid retreat from Finland,
the German troops widely used scorched earth tactics to destroy the infrastructure they
had spent years building up. Military installations, official buildings and private property
were widely destroyed, as nothing that could be of use for the pursuing Finnish and Soviet
troops was to be left behind. This ruinous activity also included destroying the HyrynsalmiKuusamo railway, as well as torching villages along it.
After the war, the Soviet Union demanded that the Finnish authorities remove the
remaining railroad tracks and other material from the Hyrynsalmi-Kuusamo area as part
of the war reparations paid by Finland. Despite the attempts to erase the railway from
the Finnish landscape, it has continued to live in and haunt the memories of the people
connected to the project. The remembrance of this project is somewhat bipolar, on the
one hand, as a symbol of technological prowess and modernising under extremely difficult
circumstances, and on the other hand, as a symbol of the oppressive Nazi German regime
and their disdain for human value and human life. In the local vernacular the railway is often
remembered as the “Railroad of Death”, owing to the large numbers of POWs and forced
labourers who lost their lives when building it, and has been called the “longest graveyard
in Finland”.4
In this paper we map what is nowadays known of this, on the national-level s omewhat
forgotten, railroad and the various engagements with it both during and after the war.
This review is based on transdisciplinary reading of three types of source materials from
different perspectives: 1) historical and archival sources, 2) ethnographic sources, and 3)
archaeological and material culture sources. Put together, these kaleidoscopic materials and
perspectives can provide a more holistic understanding of the railroad, its heritage value,
and research potential, and can serve as a basis for more in-depth analysis in the future. This
article contributes to the ongoing discussions on the importance of the Second World War
material remains, both in Finland and internationally.5 This review lays a foundation for future
multidisciplinary research of the “Railroad of Death” and the various issues surrounding
it. Throughout the post-war decades these were largely ignored on the n
 ational-level, but
on the local-level important and well-remembered. Besides local and national importance,
the material traces of the railroad represent the global orphan and “dark heritage” of the
multinational Second World War heritage of Germans and their prisoners in this northern
periphery.6

Building and Destroying the Railroad of Death
For the Wehrmacht troops stationed in northern Finland and Finnish Lapland between
1941 and 1944, the area posed extreme, almost insurmountable challenges. The insufficient
infrastructure meant that military operations were outright hindered, and the optimistic
plans for a rapid German advance towards Murmansk came to nothing. Instead, in the far
north the Wehrmacht experienced an endless struggle trying to ensure the mobility of the
4
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troops, and, just as importantly, to keep the vital supply lines open to the front lines east of
the present day Finnish-Russian border. This resulted in numerous German construction
projects on Finnish and Soviet territory. Majority of these were heavily influenced by the
harsh climate and difficult terrain of these northern areas.
One of the largest projects was the Hyrynsalmi-Kuusamo railway project, a railway line
which was intended to ease the supply of the German troops at the Kiestinki-Louhi front.
Since 1941 Kuusamo had been the site of an “Armeeverpflegungslager”, a major storage
site for the Wehrmacht, as well as a fuel storage.7 Being the only settlement of any size in
the wider region, combined with being the starting point for a road leading east to the front,
Kuusamo functioned during the war as a centre of activity for the Germans in this area. The
German army experienced major difficulties with supplying the troops on the KiestinkiLouhi front. The supplies arrived at the ports in the northern areas of the Gulf of Bothnia,
and from there they were transported by train to Rovaniemi. There the goods were reloaded
again, this time onto trucks, which then drove southeast to Kuusamo. The consequence of
this was that Rovaniemi was overloaded, this route was both time consuming and costly,
and there was a lack of trucks, fuel, and spare parts. Given the poor state of the roads,
which damaged the vehicles, and the amount of traffic in and out of Rovaniemi, it became
important to establish a supply line for the Kiestinki-Louhi front which did not go through
this city and did not require extensive use of trucks.
Railways were a good alternative to building and maintaining roads, and the Wehrmacht
had in 1941 plans to build an over 500-km long narrow-gauge railway in Finland from
Rovaniemi to Petsamo, to run parallel with the Arctic Ocean Road connecting them. How
ever, Organisation Todt (OT), the German engineering organisation which was given the
task of constructing the field railway, viewed the project less than optimistically. When
also Finnish authorities voiced strong reservations against a German project of this size
on Finnish soil, this plan was set aside, and the Germans continued to struggle with the
extensive traffic on the overloaded Arctic Ocean Road. Analogous plans for an “Arctic Ocean Railroad” have recently surfaced again in the 2010s and encountered fierce opposition
from many of the locals, especially from the Sámi reindeer herders whose lands the railway
would cut.8 This illustrates the long-standing issues related to north-south dichotomies, land
ownership, and land-use in northern Finland and Lapland. These tie in with the area’s long
colonial past and southern dominance, which still causes friction between the competing
subsistence regimes, such as the locally-based reindeer herding and the large-scale extractive
industrial and tourism enterprises that are typically owned and controlled by the outsiders
from southern Finland or from abroad.9
When the Germans approached Finnish authorities again in the spring of 1942 asking permission to construct the Hyrynsalmi-Kuusamo railway instead of the Rovaniemi–
Petsamo Railroad, Rautatiehallitus (Finnish Railroad Administration) responded more positively. The Hyrynsalmi-Kuusamo railway was also a narrow-gauge railway with a track width
of 750 mm, but otherwise a considerably smaller undertaking than the Rovaniemi-Petsamo
railway. The plans were prepared for about 178 km long line running roughly parallel to
7
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the Finnish-Soviet border. In addition, these plans would permit the Germans to link this
railway with the existing Finnish railway network running from Oulu to Hyrynsalmi. Any
goods arriving in the port of Oulu had to be reloaded in Hyrynsalmi onto wagons fitted
for the narrow-gauge line, but would still represent an improvement of the German supply
lines and increase their transport capacity.
Although the formal agreement between Finnish and German authorities was not
signed before September 1942,10 work on the Hyrynsalmi-Kuusamo railway started already
in the summer that year. The railway line was built jointly by the Wehrmacht and OT, in one
of the rare occasions where these two organisations cooperated directly on a construction
project in Finland. However, the Hyrynsalmi-Kuusamo railway was yet another German
construction project in Finland which was planned without proper consideration of terrain
and climate, and thereby this project, as so many others, was significantly delayed from the
German plans. This field railway was by far the longest that the Germans built in Finland,
otherwise they built only quite short and sometimes even narrower field railways, such as
600 mm wide lines of 6 km each at Tornio and Misi.11
Before the Germans came along, Finnish authorities had already made plans for an
extension of the domestic railway network between Hyrynsalmi and Taivalkoski. Some
groundwork on the line had already been carried out, and the Wehrmacht could lean on
this work.12 As Wehrmacht and OT were separate organisations used to perform projects
in their own way, the construction of the railway was split into a southern and a northern
section, to be performed by OT’s subunit Bauleitung Kuusamo and building units from the
Wehrmacht respectively. From the beginning the project was characterised by wildly exaggerated and optimistic schedules. The first plans stipulated that the line should be ready until
Taivalkoski by October 1942, and to Kuusamo in December.13 In reality, the work on the
line continued well into the year of 1944.
Besides the schedules, another challenge for the railway project was access to resources,
such as building materials, equipment, and labour. German logistical network reached over
hundreds of kilometres from the Mediterranean to the Arctic Ocean, and the German
building programmes all over the occupied and allied Europe were enormous. It appears that
the logistics were not always planned in the most logical way, as for example prefabricated
concrete construction elements were transported along the poor transportation line from
Central Europe to northern Finland, alongside living cows, alcohol drinks, and other foodstuff.14 Some of the logistical absurdities at the Hyrynsalmi-Kuusamo included the import
of ready-made (metal) sleepers for railroad building from Germany into the wooded northern Finland.15
Already from August 1942 the work on the railway was slowed down due to the lack of
vehicles and labour, and Finnish reports stated that due to the limited labour it was impossible to keep the tight schedule that the Germans had set for the project.16 This situation
10
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did not improve over time, and in July 1943 the Germans noted that a faster construction
of the railway was not possible due to the lack of workers.17 As with any other German
construction project in Finland during the war, the construction of this railway depended
heavily on labour brought in from abroad.18 The numbers of workers varied over the years,
but according to an overview from April 1943 about 5600 people were working on the Hyrynsalmi-Kuusamo railway. Of these, over 2000 were POWs, more than 600 Polish civilian
labourers, and 116 Finnish workers. The POWs and Polish labour were kept in camps by
the Germans and while the former group were entirely made up by forced labour, the latter
group consisted of people who had volunteered, were tricked into, or outright forced to
work for the Germans. The Finns were a separate category entirely, as they had volunteered
for the work, and were provided with such good salaries that Finnish authorities had to set
up a system to regulate the large amounts of Finns wanting to work for German agencies.19
Besides these categories of labour there were a group of over 2000 workers, consisting of
Germans as well as men from a number of other European countries, in addition to work
leaders and officers. The non-German workers in this latter category and the Polish labourers mentioned above were working for OT, and were a mixture of volunteers and forced
labourers.20 Due to the shortage of labour, also German convicts were sent to work on
the railway from 1942 onwards. This caused issues with the local population who got the
impression that these convicts were men originating from the German army stationed in
Finland who had committed violations on Finnish soil, although for the majority this was
not the case.21
The labour used to construct the railway was thus a very diverse group living under
different conditions depending on their status within the German war machinery and the
Nazi ideological hierarchy. The struggle of the labourers and POWs has to a large extent
not been recorded for the aftertime, and we have very few written accounts on how the
workers and perhaps particularly the POWs were handling the work and surroundings in
the camps and work sites along the railway line. An exception is the published memoirs of
Polish forced labourer Josef Molka, in which he describes the daily life and hardships faced
by the POWs and forced labourers in the harsh conditions of northern Finland.22 Molka
recounts how differently he and the other Polish workers were treated compared to the Soviet POWs, and what a shocking sight it was to observe desperate POWs digging in garbage
dumps in search of anything edible.23 The conditions of the Soviet POWs working at the
Hyrynsalmi-Kuusamo railway were by all accounts appalling, something that was r ecorded
by the Germans themselves. For instance, in September 1942 one of the POW camps along
the railway line was reported to be in a bad condition, with miserable accommodation and
insufficient food. The camp at Isokumpu was described as catastrophic, and the Germans
tarve ja –huolto”, 5.11.42; KA, T-5471/2, activity report from Lieutenant Krantz to Colonel Willamo, 8.–15.8.42.
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inspecting these camps stated that those in charge of the POWs were lacking any sense of
responsibility for keeping these men healthy and fit for the work they had to perform.24
The boggy and uneven terrain, and the extreme climate worked against the German
plans and timetables. Both the guards, the prisoners, and the various labourers alike suffered especially badly during the cold winter months through which they kept on building
the railroad in poor clothing and with insufficient accommodation, as Molka points out in
his memoirs. This is supported by a contemporary Finnish report that states that the work
capacity of German, Polish, and POW labour was poor, because they spent the days shivering and freezing, and even the hard work could not make their bodies warm. To blame
for this was the long and cold Finnish winters, as the workers spent all their energy keeping
warm and surviving through the workdays, with daylight cut short by the polar night.25
The harsh discipline, poor treatment, and often inhumane work conditions of the POWs
are the aspects that are typically emphasised in the local people’s wartime memories of the
Hyrynsalmi-Kuusamo railroad, and also elsewhere in northern Finland and Lapland.26
Despite endless struggles with lack of resources, challenging conditions, and overly optimistic schedules, the work with the railway continued through the years. One challenge was
that the line was first constructed during the winter, so that when the ground frost melted
in the spring of 1943 the finished parts of the track were uneven and in a poor condition.27
The wet, boggy terrain and the poor quality of foundation for the tracks running through it
meant that the line was not in a working condition, which is underlined by the fact that the
railway embankments broke down in several places in the wetlands, and for example in May
1943 one of the valuable locomotives went off the rails and half sunk in a bog.28
In the autumn of 1943, the railway was still described as being in a relatively poor
condition. Several smaller sections of the track were unfinished, but what was worse, the
railway line was deemed in general not to be fit for its purpose.29 In addition there were also
plans to extend the line eastwards towards Kiestinki, but in the end only a few kilometres
of this sidetrack was constructed.30 Despite all this, and after a massive building effort effort
the southern section of the railway was taken into use gradually from October 1943. From
February 1944 the track could transport 120 tons a day, which was increased to the goal of
400 tons a day by June 1944, when 12–15 trains travelled along the now finished line daily.31
Although the railway line was built on Finnish soil, it was clearly seen as German property
by both parties involved. The trains running along the line were not only planned to carry
goods, but the wagons could also be fitted with roofs to carry people. However, the Finns
24
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Table 1. Stations of the Hyrynsalmi-Kuusamo railroad (see Figure 1) (Based on Gootwald 1986, 283;
Otto n.d.).
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Table 2. POW and work camps in the area (see Figure 1).
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Figure 2. Original caption: “Field railroad in snow”. A German military train loaded with bales of hay
somewhere along the Hyrynsalmi-Kuusamo railroad. (Photograph: Bundesarchiv, Bild 101I-107-131220 / CC-BY-SA 3.0.)

had to negotiate with the Germans to transport Finnish troops, civilians, or goods along
the line.32
Although it was claimed that the Hyrynsalmi-Kuusamo railway made a difference in
the struggle to supply the troops on the Kiestinki-Louhi front, the troops positioned at
this front sector in fact required supplies of 1000 tons a day. In addition, the railway was
in normal operation, more or less, only for about three months before the breakup of the
Finnish-German alliance in September 1944. During their subsequent retreat from Finland,
the German troops destroyed the railroad and its structures, such as bridges, stations, and
locomotive garages, most of their archives, and the surrounding civilian infrastructure as
part of their scorched earth tactics in mid-September 1944. In the area surrounding the
Hyrynsalmi-Kuusamo railroad, Germans destroyed from 15 to 65 percent of the public and
private buildings, worst in Kuusamo where over 2000 buildings were annihilated, including
the local church. They also laid masses of mines and other explosives along the railroad line
and their retreat routes, which claimed the lives of numerous people after the war. The aim
was to slow down the expected Soviet invasion of Finland, a fear that was materialised in
this part of Finland. As part of the Finno-Soviet cease-fire treaty the Soviet troops occupied
portions of Suomussalmi and Kuusamo municipalities, and possibly also the northern parts
of Hyrynsalmi, after the Germans had left. At least in Kuusamo and Inari the occupying
32
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Soviet troops stayed on the Finnish side of the border well after the end of the Second
World War, until late-1945.33

Afterlife and Memory of a Nazi German Military Railroad
After the war, the Soviet Union demanded that the Finns handed over all the military and
other materials left behind by the German forces as part of the war reparations Finland
had to pay. According to the peace agreements the Hyrynsalmi-Kuusamo railway, which
had already been destroyed by the Germans in 1944, was finally completely dismantled and
transferred to the Russians by 1947.34 After the dismantling of the railway line, the railroad
and its memory fell into oblivion from a national and official perspective and was largely
forgotten for decades, like other material reminders of the German presence in Finland. In
the new post-war political situation, the material traces and memories of Finns siding with
the Nazis in their fight against the Soviet Union were dismissed, practically until the collapse of the Soviet Union.35 Also, from a southern perspective these events took place in a
peripheral northern wilderness and were easy to neglect, illustrating some of the continuing
north-south tensions in Finland. Northern people often perceive that the dominant southern authorities neglect their local heritage, which links with the long history of, for instance, south-based extractive industries appropriating the northern resources.36
At the end of the war and during their retreat, the Germans destroyed large parts of their
archives, something which could have made historical studies of the Hyrynsalmi-Kuusamo
railway challenging. However, by combining German and Finnish wartime documents, as
shown in this article and other recent research, it is possible to outline and discuss the work
on the railroad in some detail.37 In many cases, the railroad has been mostly remembered
and discussed in popular presentations with a local and humane emphasis, such as memorial
books and history enthusiasts’ websites,38 and on the other hand, from a technical standpoint by railroad enthusiasts.39 Also, documentary films have been made about its history
from a local perspective.40 Locally the memory of the German presence and its material
traces appear to form an integral part of the northern transgenerational memoryscape and
long-term cultural landscape.41
During the years 2015–2020, the Universities of Helsinki and Oulu ran a research
project “Lapland’s Dark Heritage”, as part of which also Hyrynsalmi-Kuusamo Railroad

33
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was visited.42 Interviews and informal discussions were conducted with a number of locals
in Hyrynsalmi and Suomussalmi focusing on their impressions and perceptions about the
cultural heritage value of the material reminders of the German wartime presence. Based
on the information gathered during these discussions and interviews, we found that for the
local people the ruins of the railway line, military encampments, rusting military material,
and other wartime structures appear to act as active and living reminders of their personal
and family stories and remembrances.43 Transgenerational stories related to the war have
been passed on and are actively preserved for the younger generations. This includes even
local schoolchildren, who encounter the wartime sites during various wilderness-based activities, such as berry picking, fishing, and hunting with their parents and grandparents. As an
example, some small children donated wartime memorabilia kept in their families or found
in the forests to one of the first public exhibitions on the railroad organised at the Jokijärvi
School in Taivalkoski by local history enthusiasts in 2004.44
More recently, however, the younger generations have started to lose this place-bound
transgenerational knowledge, which was one of the drivers for the Kainuu Museum to set
up a special exhibition called “Many Faces of the Field Railroad – Die vielen Gesichter
der Feldbahn” in 2020.45 The museum deemed it as important to highlight and popularise
the histories and differing perspectives related to the Hyrynsalmi-Kuusamo railroad.46 The
exhibition was relatively popular, although towards the end of 2020 the numbers of visitors
dwindled as the Covid-19 pandemic started accelerating.47 The main aim of this exhibition
was to highlight the coexistence and interaction of the Finnish civilians and the German
troops, as well as the fates of the multinational POWs. For example, a variety of the war
time artefacts was exhibited illustrating their own small stories about the German presence,
such as gramophone records that tell about the soundscapes, and toiletries that highlight
the upkeep of personal hygiene in the wilderness.48 Overall, the railroad has in recent years
been receiving increasing public and media recognition on a national level, alongside the
other material remains of the German wartime presence.49 Besides the exhibition at Kainuu
Museum, one section of the nationally renowned Raatteen Portti Winter War Museum has
recently been dedicated to the history of the Hyrynsalmi-Kuusamo railroad. Objects to
both exhibitions were mostly donated by the locals, including wartime memorabilia kept
throughout the decades by different families, and also finds made by metal detectorists and
other people in the wilderness (Fig. 3).
In addition to the objects from local families in the areas near the Hyrynsalmi-Kuusamo
railway, new materials and sources for research can and do appear. One remarkable new
addition to the local museum collections about the railroad is a chance find made recently
in a German antique store, a memorial book of drawings titled “Feldbahnbau Hyrynsalmi-Isokumpu-Kuusamo. PI. Regts.-Stab (Z.B.V.) 6” (Field railroad building Hyrynsalmi42
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Figure 3. Metal detectorists’ finds in the 2020–2021 exhibition about the Hyrynsalmi-Kuusamo railroad in the Kainuu Museum. (Photographs: Kainuu Museum/Jarkko Kauppinen.)

Isokumpu-Kuusamo).50 This booklet was donated to the Päätalo Institute in Taivalkoski
in 2018.51 It is a booklet of illustrations by German K. Vollmer, and includes beautifully
detailed artwork and poetic textual descriptions about the construction of the railroad and
the hardships experienced by its builders.
German troops, and occasionally also some of their forced labourers,52 seem to have
been generally fond of such memorial books.53 The text and drawings of Vollmer’s booklet
describe the heroic struggle and “...work [of the German] building engineers, railroad men,
[and] OT” (“...das Werk, Der Baupionere, Der Eisenbahner, der O.T.”)54 to construct a railway through an uncharted northern wilderness “...for the Homeland, Führer, and Nation”
(“…für Heimat, Führer und Reich”).55 POW and forced labourer presence and contribution
is essentially faded away, although one realistic illustration shows Soviet POWs laying down
the railroad tracks through the snow-covered winter wilderness, guarded by German s oldiers
who are leisurely warming themselves at a fireplace, although no reference is made to the
prisoners (Fig. 4).56 The footwear the POWs are wearing in this picture are very familiar to
what Josef Molka describes in his memoirs, where he talks about being given wooden shoes,
50

Vollmer n.d.

51
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52

Ferguson 2018a; Ferguson 2018b.

53

Based on the numerous German Second World War memorial books in the military memorabilia sales.
Prices asked of these wartime memorial, photograph and sketch books range from a couple of hundred up
to over a thousand Euros.
54
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Figure 4. Original caption: “Complete track construction for the narrow railroad line: HyrynsalmiKuusamo = 78 014 running meters”. Notice the Soviet POWs laying down the tracks and the German
guards wearing what appears to be Swedish white military fur hats. (Figure: Vollmer n.d. © Päätaloinstituutti.)

but no socks. Instead, they wrapped rags around their legs, which gave little warmth. Such
rags can also be seen wrapped on the prisoners’ legs in the picture.57 In another illustration
the Soviet POWs struggle in the background dragging spruce tree branches to lay the
foundation for the track.58 This booklet merits a study of its own, to analyse the ways in
which the alien landscape and the building efforts across it were illustrated and recorded in
detail by a German military eyewitness.59
Local people show nowadays a strong interest and urge in preserving the memories and
traces of the German presence, the railroad, and the events surrounding it, as these tie into
their own village and family histories. The older generations have generally fond memories
of the German soldiers who lived as their close neighbours for nearly four years, despite the
destruction they caused during the Lapland War in 1944. Germans are typically recalled as
friends and protectors against the Soviet partisans who were attacking isolated wilderness

57
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Vollmer n.d.; available at Kallioniemi 2018b, https://kenttarata-feldbahn.weebly.com/feldbahnbau-piirustusnide.html#.
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homesteads.60 On top of this, the German camps exhibited various wonders that many
adults or children in this area had hardly seen or experienced before. The soldiers handed
out sweet candy to the kids, arranged public movie performances at their camps, played
gramophone records, and lighted up their accommodations with generators. Locals have
described lively memories of the magic of movies and electric light, as most of this area
was electrified only well after the Second World War. Based on local recollections, the close
interaction with children seems to also have alleviated the German soldiers’ feelings of
isolation, dislocation, and separation from their own families, as also the romantic relations
with Finnish women.61
Importantly, besides the lively memories of the friendly interaction and encounters with
the Germans, the local memoryscape includes the POW camps and mass graves established
along the railroad. Locals maintain strong recollections of the traumatic and poor treatment
of the multinational POWs and labourers, and of the exact locations where these events
took place, as reminded by the local epithet for the whole project, “Railroad of Death”.
People who were children during the wartime recall how they had to witness the harsh punishments and even executions of the prisoners. Overall, the local memory culture is nuanced and holds a remarkable duality where the positive and negative memories are juxtaposed
and mixed, which contrasts with the lengthy national neglect of the German wartime presence.
Illustratively, most of the historical information about the railroad is nowadays conveyed
by local history enthusiasts in popular forms oriented to large audiences.62 Some of these
popular books and websites are really informative and well-maintained sources of detailed
historical material, such as the “Kenttärata” (Field railroad) portal maintained by local h
 istory
enthusiast Tuomo Kallioniemi.63 Three documentary movies have also been shot about
the history of the railroad. An international Polish documentary film “Return to Finland”
describes the already mentioned forced labourer Josef Molka’s wartime experiences and his
revisit to the area 60 years later in 2004.64 Two Finnish documentaries “Railroad of Death”
from 1999,65 and “Railroad – How the War Came Upon the Wilderness People” from 2018,66
both place emphasis on the local importance and perception of the German presence and
its consequences. The latter was produced by the “Museum Association Railroad of War
and Peace” that was established by the local history enthusiasts in 2008. This association
aims at preserving the memory of the railroad and wartime in the area and arranges many
kinds of cultural events in the old Hyrynsalmi Station building that survived the destruction
at the end of the war. They, for instance, borrowed a lot of wartime memorabilia to the
recent Kainuu Museum exhibition, and maintain their own interesting exhibition of metal
detectorists’ finds at the Hyrynsalmi Station.67
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One interesting ethnographic aspect connected to the railroad are the living local
‘treasure’ stories about locomotives or trains sunk into bogs or lakes by the Germans before
their retreat. Several people have reminisced that these could be found at least in Kuusamo’s
Lake Kenttälampi or River Vanttajajoki next to it.68 Stories about the various things that
the Germans are told to have hidden in different parts of northern Finland are relatively common, ranging from German General Dietl’s kitchen utensils69 to guns and loco
motives and airplanes.70 These ring a bell with the internationally common stories of ‘Nazi
treasures,’ such as hidden gold trains, artworks, and other valuables that hold a fantastic aura
in people’s minds.71 However, along the Hyrynsalmi-Kuusamo railroad these stories appear
to have some seeds of truth. As mentioned above, the archival material documents at least
one case when a locomotive sank into a bog. Also, parts of a large German fodder railway
carriage have been found in River Vanttajajoki, which might have onset the stories about
the sunken locomotive there.
The local municipalities have also taken a profound interest in getting more recognition
to the memory of the Hyrynsalmi-Kuusamo railroad, especially for commercialising this to
attract cultural tourism into this peripheral region. They are, for example, developing the
cross-border (dark) tourism potential as part of a planned Finno-Russian joint project “Small
human in a Great War”.72 Especially Taivalkoski municipality has made serious attempts for
establishing the cultural tourism potential of the railroad with information b
 oards, sign
posted tourism trails, and guided tours to the wartime sites with specialised “field railroad
guides” (Fig. 5).73 Also, the Finnish National Board of Forestry (NBF) decided already in
2008 to preserve a 700-meter stretch of the old Hyrynsalmi-Kuusamo railroad line in Taivalkoski as a heritage site for cultural tourism purposes, when it was threatened by plans to
build a new road on top of it.74 Parts of the modern railroad follow the wartime railroad
line and in other parts the modern forest tracks run along the wartime railroad foundations.
This makes it traceable on the current topographic maps and, for most parts, relatively
easily accessible. Several geocaches75 have also been made along the railroad line since the
early 2000s by geocaching activists, who frequently visit these locations as part of their
virtual online treasure hunting game. This appears to have become a relatively common and
popular way of engaging with and presenting Second World War and other heritage sites in
Finland.76
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Figure 5. Information board raised by the Taivalkoski municipality at the place of the Isokumpu
station under snow in late-April. (Photograph: Oula Seitsonen.)

Archaeology and Material Traces of a Nazi German Military Railroad
In the early 2000s, a discussion was initiated also among the heritage professionals about the
culture-historical value and protection of Second World War material remains in F
 inland.77
This has been a slow process that is to an extent still ongoing, but some important advances
have been made over the past one-and-half decades. Most importantly, the NBF made
in 2009 a landmark resolution that they will recognise and protect all the material and
immaterial heritage sites on the lands controlled by them up to the mid-1900s as cultural
heritage.78 Due to this, they carried out a massive archaeological survey project of their
forest areas in 2010–2014. 79 During the country-wide survey, thousands of Second World
War structures were registered, also along the Hyrynsalmi-Kuusamo railroad.80 As a result
of the NBF decision, nowadays also the Finnish National Heritage Agency has started
77
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r ecognising the Second World War localities as “Other cultural heritage sites” that should
be acknowledged in land-use planning but are not automatically protected.81
Besides the NBF surveyors, parts of the Hyrynsalmi-Kuusamo railroad line have been
visited in the field by archaeologists from the Kainuu Museum and National Heritage
Agency,82 by retired staff officer Pertti Huttunen,83 by one of the authors,84 and by various
history enthusiasts.85 Most of the stations and POW camps known from the archival sources
have been at least cursorily checked and some of them mapped in more detail (Table 1–2;
Fig. 6). However, there are still long stretches of the track that have not been visited by
heritage professionals, and the field surveys should be supplemented in the future. The
people living in the area are well-aware of all the material traces linked with the German
presence and the railroad in their own landscape. The local transgenerational memories
have guided archaeologists to discover many localities in the field that are not known from
the wartime documents and maps (Table 2; Fig. 1). Also, analyses of detailed airborne laser
scanning and digital elevation model data have helped in locating and mapping the sites in
the area.86 The wide distribution of the recorded sites suggest that the Germans used their
workforce dynamically and moved it along the railroad line as the need arose, like they did
all over northern Finland.87
From an archaeological perspective, parts of the railroad and the connected infrastructure
are surprisingly well preserved, although generally in more or less flattened state that
might not attract a casual spectator’s attention (Fig. 5). Many of the military encampments
and POW camps hold good research potential for conflict archaeological studies, such
as d etailed mapping and excavations of rubbish pits, latrines, and building foundations.
Spatial and material culture approaches to recent past sites often open new and unexpected
perspectives to many seemingly familiar issues.88 These can shed light, for instance, on the
daily living conditions, accommodations, food cultures, and personal r elations between the
Germans, prisoners, and locals that might be missing from archival material or transgenerational memories.89 Already now many of the mapped sites illustrate how much variation
there is between different camps, and how for example many of the POW camps have a
rather informal and “organic” layout, instead of any “Prussian order” or typical prison
camp-like features, such as barbed wire fences or watchtowers.90 The Vääkiö II freight
station and POW camp area illustrated in Figure 6 is a good example of this tendency.
Without the artefacts found for example in the rubbish pits and the local transgenerational
memories, many of these localities would be hard to even recognise as Second World War
encampments. The superficially haphazard spatial organisation is typical for the many POW
81
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Figure 6. Map of the German-run Vääkiö II POW camp and freight station at Suomussalmi, the
modern railroad has been partly built on the wartime railroad foundation. Inset: PoW memorial at
the site in early-October, notice the Soviet star on the memorial stone. (Map and photograph: Oula
Seitsonen.)


camps
that Germans established in northern Finland, where each camp c ommander seems
to have had relative freedom in arranging the camp(s) under his a uthority.91
Archaeological and geographical analyses can also seek answers to higher-level
questions, for instance, about human-environmental relations and adaptations to an alien
northern landscape.92 In our opinion, the remaining traces of the railroad should be protected as c ultural heritage sites for the future study and remembrance. They signify, besides
local northern Finnish heritage, also the global orphan, transnational heritage of Germans
and their multinational prisoners.93 The ruins can act as a concrete reminder of the wartime destinies of different groups of people who ended up in this end of the world, as
material witnesses of their past actions.94 The numerous gravesites of prisoners and forced
labourers, many of which are currently known only to the locals, should also be devotedly
mapped, protected, and honoured with the due respect.
Also, even though the railway was destroyed and dismantled in 1944–1947, not all the
German railroad tracks ended up in Soviet Union. According to local information, bits and
91
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Figure 7. Tracks and other parts of the original Hyrynsalmi-Kuusamo railroad found in the
wilderness, and now being re-used for building a private narrow track railroad by a Finnish railroad
enthusiast Leo Saha. Inset: Krupp factory stamp on one of the tracks. (Photographs: Leo Saha.)

pieces of the railroad are kept as mementos in many farmhouses along the railroad line,
and some tracks were also used for building fences after the war.95 Also, it is said that the
destroyed and exploded railroad had been so heavily mined and trapped by the retreating
Germans, that Finns originally handed over to the Russians other railroad parts, instead of
the original Hyrynsalmi-Kuusamo material. When the railroad was finally disassembled in
1947, parts of it apparently ended up re-used in various industrial narrow-gauge railways
around Finland.
Most recently, the material memories of the Hyrynsalmi-Kuusamo railroad have surfaced in a narrow-gauge railway building project by a Finnish railroad enthusiast. He is
constructing a few hundred meters long private railway on his property, which project can
be followed in social media.96 For parts of his railroad, the builder is using the original
Krupp Steel tracks and sleepers, and some railway carriage parts from the HyrynsalmiKuusamo railroad that were found in the wilderness, to remember and honour the wartime
railroad project and its builders (Fig. 7).

95

Heino 2018.

96

”LSR – Leo Sahan rautatie”, https://www.facebook.com/groups/623932784631257.

54

Tekniikan Waiheita – “Railroad of Death”

Epilogue
From a historical perspective, the Hyrynsalmi-Kuusamo railway is yet another example of
the German wartime wishes to manage and overcome Finnish nature, materialised in infrastructural projects costing perhaps more than their worth both in time, building materials,
and labour. Regarding the latter, the human aspect of this, the railway project can also be
seen as an example of Nazi racial ideology in praxis, performed on allied ground and with
Finnish civilians as unwilling spectators. The railroad and its material traces are unique
among the German Second World War industrial and building activities in Finland in both
its scale and used manpower. It also represents a case study of how the Germans constantly
struggled with the challenges set on their military and infrastructural projects on the Arctic
Front by the difficult, and at times impenetrable, and alien northern landscape and nature.97
After the war, the memories and experiences related to the railway lived on, not only in the
minds of those working with its construction, whether forced or volunteered, but also in
the local transgenerational memories. Its physical traces have become an integral part of the
northern cultural landscape and heritage of the war in this part of Finland.
Archaeological mapping of the wartime localities along the railroad track has so far
revealed, for instance, that there are many more German and POW installations than were
known from the archival sources (Table 2). Most of the new sites and structures have been
located based on the transgenerational remembrances and guided by locals who have an
intimate knowledge of their ancestral landscapes. On the local level, the memories of the
Hyrynsalmi-Kuusamo railroad seem to be kept actively alive by the interplay of material
traces and transgenerational recollections.98 This has been highlighted for example in the
recent exhibitions and cultural tourism enterprises that have a strong involvement by local
people. Also, it is interesting to observe how the memories of this long-forgotten railroad
are surfacing in unexpected contexts, such as the Finnish railroad enthusiast’s ongoing narrow-gauge railroad building project that can be followed in social media.99
The local attempts to bring this long-forgotten railroad project more widely into the national, and also international, sphere appear to be increasingly successful, as demonstrated,
for instance, by the NBF’s decision to preserve parts of the railroad as protected heritage
sites. Our current review provides a basis for future multidisciplinary studies, for instance,
on the history of this German railroad project through the northern Finnish wilderness, its
material traces, heritage importance, and archaeological research potential.
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