Estonian War of Independence 1918-1920
Estonia’s Allies

The Estonian War of Independence was one of the many
independence wars during the aftermath of World War I
on the periphery of the collapsing Russian Empire. The war
began on 28th November 1918, when Soviet Russia attacked
the Republic of Estonia, which had just been emancipated
from German occupation. The Soviets were looking at it
as part of the future worldwide workers’ revolution. For
this reason, a Soviet puppet government, the Commune of
the Working People of Estonia, in the border city of Narva
was established as a counter to the Republic of Estonia’s
government. The Commune immediately turned to Soviet
Russia for assistance.
By the end of 1918, the Red Army had conquered more
than half of the territory of Estonia. The Estonian forces
began their counter-attack at the beginning of 1919 and were
able to drive the Soviets out of Estonia. Although battles
continued in southern Estonia until the end of May 1919, but
after that, no more battles occurred on Estonian soil. The
Estonian military command’s strategy was active defence: to
keep the war outside the borders of Estonia, to support the
Russian Whites against the Soviets as well as to ally itself with
its neighbouring nations and countries of the Entente.
The post World War I wars on the outskirts of the former
Russian Empire were linked to the Russian Civil War, in
which the Russian Whites intended to restore a „united and
indivisible Russia“. The Russian Whites were backed by the
Entente countries; consequently, there was a delay in the de
jure recognition of the new nations on the borders of Soviet
Russia. They were assisted with armaments and equipment
but with the proviso that the new nations assist the White
forces. Consequently, the Estonian military supported the
Northern Corps and the Northwest Army of Russian Whites
with two assaults on Petrograd and held a united front at
Pskov and in Ingria.
The freedom and independence wars of different peoples
were also closely linked. A part of the Latvian army was
formed in Estonia and the Estonian army cleared northern
Latvia of Soviets in the first half of 1919. In the summer of
1919, Estonian troops together with Latvians defeated the
Iron Division of the German Freikorps volunteers and the

Landeswehr of local Baltic Germans. This allowed the Latvian
national government to be restored after having been
overthrown by the Landeswehr.
Of the countries that ceded from Russia and declared
independence, Estonia was the first to achieve peace with
the Soviets. On December 31, 1919, a armistice was called
and came into effect on January 3, 1920. On 2 February,
the Tartu Peace Treaty was signed by which Soviet Russia
recognized Estonia’s independence as well as the Republic of
Estonia became one of the first countries to recognize Soviet
Russia.

The “Kalewipoeg” armoured car during the War of Independence,
Captain Einar Lundborg standing in front of the vehicle.

British 6th Light Cruiser Squadron on the way to the Baltic Sea,
December 1918.

Parade of Finnish volunteers in Tallinn 1. January 1919.

Danish volunteers in formation at Nõmme, April 1919.
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Loading weapons on to the light cruiser “Caradoc”. In December, the British Fleet brought 6500 Russian rifles, 207 light machine guns and two naval artillery
pieces for the armoured trains.

The British naval squadron
in the Baltic Sea
The Estonian government hoped to receive diplomatic,
military and economic support from the United Kingdom in
the war against Soviet Russia. Although Britain did not send
her regular army to Estonia, assistance with provisions were
initiated and British naval squadrons of C-class cruisers and Vand W-class destroyers were sent on two different occasions
to the Baltic Sea. The first time the Royal Navy squadron
was sent under Rear-Admiral Sir Edwyn Alexander-Sinclair
in December 1918 until January 1919. In April 1919 until
December 1919, Rear-Admiral Sir Walter Cowan succeeded
him in command with a new squadron.
The British interest in the Baltic Sea was primarily to
support the Whites in the Russian Civil War and to block
Germany’s influence in Estonia and Latvia. The British
fleet blocked the Soviet Baltic Fleet in Kronstadt, and the
British squadron also supported the Estonian Army and
Russian Whites in their joint attack on Petrograd with naval
artillery bombardments from the sea. In the summer of
1919, the British squadron also supported the Estonian and
Latvian troops during the war against the Iron Division and
Landeswehr and with the follow-up action in the fall of 1919
during the so-called Pavel Bermondt-Avalov affair.
During these operations, the British lost two naval light
destroyers, a submarine, two trawlers, one transport ship and
six cruisers. In the course of operations in the Baltic Sea from
the spring of 1919, the British casualties (fallen, wounded and
missing in action) altogether were 171 naval personnel
(32 officers and 139 sailors).

Admiral Sir Walter Henry Cowan,
Commander of the British 1st light squadron.

From the left: Admiral Edwyn Alexander-Sinclair, Commander of the British
6th light squadron, Prime Minister and Minister of War Konstantin Päts,
Commander of the operational staff, Colonel Johan Laidoner.

Minelayer HMS “Princess Margaret”. The minelayer, modified from
a passanger ship, was one of the largest ships in the British squadron.

The light cruiser “Caradoc” firing on the Red Army positions in the Kunda
area. December 15, 1918.

British detachment landing at Tallinn to instruct Estonians in use of Madsen
guns. December 1918.

British officers teach the use of the Danish light machinegun Madsen.
The Madsen light machinegun became the standard machinegun for the
Estonian Defence Forces until 1940.
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Soldiers of a Finnish volunteer unit at the port of Tallinn after arriving in Estonia. December 1918.

Finnish volunteers
A fundamental decision to assist Estonia in the war against
the Soviet Union was decreed by the Finnish government
on 25 November 1918. Regular Finnish forces were not sent
to Estonia although they promised to recruit volunteers. In
addition, Finland sold 5,000 rifles, 50 machine guns and 15
artillery pieces to Estonia and gave a loan of 10 million marks
to Estonia.
On December 20, 1918, the Estonian Assistance
Headquarters was setup in Helsinki, through which the
Estonian government signed a contract for the recruitment
of 2000 men on 23 December 1918. The number of people
wishing to join up was somewhat higher than expected. There
were up to 3500 Finnish volunteers that fought in Estonia.
Two units were formed: Martin Ekström’s volunteer
battalion, which operated on the Viru front at the beginning
of 1919 and the regiment ‘Sons of the North’ led by Hans
Kalm, which fought between the end of January and April
1919 on the southern front. The Finnish volunteers had about
200 killed in actions.
According to the agreement, the Finnish volunteers
could only participate in battles in the territory of Estonia;
consequently, the Finns were rarely in battles after
February. In April, most Finns returned to their homeland.
Aproximately 150 Finns joined later the Estonian Army.

Colonel Hans Kalm,
commander of the Finnish Northern Sons Regiment.

Finnish medical service team at Vastseliina, Estonia. 1919.

Sending off the fallen Finnish volunteers at the port of Tallinn in 1919.

Major Martin E. Ekström,
commander of the 1st Finnish
Volunteer Battalion.

Finnish volunteers from Major Ekström’s 1st Finnish Volunteer Battalion
at Narva. 1919

First Finnish volunteers in Tallinn. December 1918.

Yrjö Andelin – the youngest
messenger runner in the
Northern Sons regiment.
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Danish company on their way to the frontline. May 1919.

Danish volunteers
Recruiting Danish volunteers for the Estonian War of
Independence began in December 1918 under the
leadership of businessman Aage Westenholtz. Iver Gudme
led the recruitment bureau; the Finnish Estonian Assistance
Committee advised them. On January 24, 1919 the Estonian
representative in Helsinki, Oskar Kallas signed a contract with
Finnish Major General Torsten Lode, who was authorized to
recruit up to 1000 Danish volunteers.
In April 209 Danish volunteers came to Estonia under
Captain Richard G. Borgelin. In May, the Borgelin Company
was sent to the southern front under Võru and subsequently
fought under the Estonian command in the area of Võru–
Jekabpils and Pskov–Ostrov. The Danes left Estonia on
September 2, 1919 as agreed in the treaty, having lost one
officer and nine soldiers as well as 34 wounded.
A Danish field hospital arrived in Valga, Estonia in the
summer of 1919, under the leadership of Dr. Ludvig BoyeLundstein. In addition to the head of the hospital, there were
four Danish doctors and 12 trained nurses working at the field
hospital.

Danish doctors and nurses working at the field hospital in Valga.
Summer 1919.

Danish volunteers, second from the right, the Company Commander,
Captain Richard Borgelin.

Danish volunteers in formation at Nõmme, April 1919.

Commander of the Danish Volunteer Company, Captain Richard Borgelin
with his adjutant.

Danish volunteers at Nõmme, Tallinn, April 1919.

Wounded and ill at the Danish Red Cross military hospital in Valga. 1919.
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The 2nd Infantry regiment’s bikers in formation during a visit by the military attache, Major Henrik Lagerlöf in Valga, September 1919.

Swedish volunteers
In 1918, a large number of volunteers from Sweden
participated in the Finnish Civil War. At the end of that year,
volunteers from Sweden were also allowed to be recruited for
Estonia and registration was started in December. On January
27, 1919, the Estonian Minister of War, Konstantin Päts signed
an agreement with Swedish-born, Finnish Major Carl Axel
Mothander to recruit Swedish volunteers for Estonian service.
In February of 1919, a Swedish company was sent to the
Narva front, where it took part in intelligence gathering and
had small contacts with the enemy.
One of the officers was found guilty by a court martial
held by the Swedish company and consequently executed
in March 1919. This was widely reported by the Swedish
press and the number of people wishing to fight in Estonia
decreased rapidly. On March 11, the Estonian Commanderin-Chief, Johan Laidoner sent the company to Paldiski for
reorganization.
The re-formed company headed by Major Lambert Hällén
was deployed to the southern front at the beginning of April
and was subordinated to the Scouts Battalion. On April 13,
there were 178 men in the unit. Training and discipline were
lacking and after the first major battle at Pskov, the company
was pulled from the front in mid April. On May 17, the
Estonian Minister of War ordered the unit to be disbanded.
Some of the Swedish volunteers joined the Estonian Army,
some left for the Russian White Northern Corps and some
joined the Danish volunteer company.

A group of Swedish officers: (Front) Captain Lillienkrantz,
Captain C. G. Malmberg and Lieutenant H. Tamelm; (rear) Lieutenant
Samselius and Captain Lundborg.

Probably the most famous Swedish volunteer in the War of Independence.
Captain Einar Lundborg, Commander of the armoured car, „Kalewipoeg“.

Swedish volunteer officers in Estonian uniforms.

The Swedish military attaché in Helsinki, Major Henrik Lagerlöf visiting the
3rd Division in Valga. Left rear of the car, Commander of the 3rd Division,
Major General Ernst Põder, on the rear right H. Lagerhöf. In the foreground,
the Assaitant Commander of the 3rd Division, colonel Peeter Kann and the
the Head of Staff of the Armoured Train division, Captain Johannes Poopuu.

Swedish volunteers.

