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INTRODUCTION

After the Winter War, fought between Fin-
land and the Soviet Union in 1939–40, Fin-
land faced a tense economic and political 
situation, as the Soviet Union had ceded 
vital territory and a new conflict was ex-
pected. In this troubled situation, Finland 
turned to Germany for military and materi-
al help. After giving Germany a transit per-
mit through the country to occupied Nor-
way in 1940, Finland gradually deepened its 
cooperation with Germany and eventually 
joined discussions on the upcoming attack 
against the Soviet Union. On June 22, 1941, 
German troops used Finnish territory for 

their assault on the Soviet Union, which was 
followed by massive Soviet air raids target-
ing several Finnish cities in retaliation. On 
June 25, 1941, Finland joined in the attack, 
which would be called the Continuation 
War.

During the Continuation War in 1941–
44, the Finns offered airfields to their 
German co-belligerents. As many of the 
airfields were somewhat modest in size, ex-
tensive construction projects were initiated 
at various airfields when taken over by the 
Germans. The Germans also built a handful 
of new, smaller airfields, especially around 
Lapland and Petsamo. The so-called ‘Luft-
gau Finland,’ i.e., the Finnish air district, 
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was founded in 1941 to oversee at least 19 
airfields that were located mostly in Lap-
land.1

Hostilities between Finland and the 
USSR ended with a ceasefire, which was 
called on September 5, 1944. One of the 
conditions of this agreement was the expul-
sion, or disarming, of any German troops in 
Finnish territory. Retreating Germans de-
stroyed or damaged multiple airfields, while 
some airfields were briefly used by the Ger-
mans during the subsequent Lapland War 
in 1944–45.2 After the war, airfields used by 
the Germans were mainly taken over by the 
Finnish Air Force. While a number of air-
fields have remained in active military use 
ever since, many have been turned over to 
civilian aviation. Some were left disused and 
eventually abandoned in the woods.

Despite the military historical signifi-
cance of the airfields, related international 

and local academic research has been lim-
ited.3 Similarly, archeological research into 
Second World War (WWII) airfields and 
heritage is a relatively new field in Finland. 
Only during the past decade has research 
into 20th-century conflicts received increas-
ing interest from both archeologists and the 
general public.4 Similarly, abroad, conflict 
archeology of the 20th century is enjoy-
ing increasing attention.5 Military encamp-
ments, airports, and battlefields from WWII 
are all currently being examined.

As part of the project Luftgau Finnland, 
we focus in this paper on archeological 
knowledge of the German airfields in the 
territory of Finland, based on non-destruc-
tive approaches applied during fieldwork 
in 2022. We demonstrate in this article the 
potential of material culture as a source for 
studying the history of WWII, as well as 
the difficulties in relying on a solely nonde-

Figure. 1. Wooden barracks built by Germans to be used as an infirmary. One of a few hundred constructions 
built by Germans in Kemi during the Continuation War. Photo: Teemu Väisänen’s research collection.
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structive methodology. We also discuss the 
threats to and protection of these monu-
ments, as the valuable material culture of 
WWII airfields is being compromised by 
modern land use and metal detectorists be-
fore it has been properly researched.

STATE OF KNOWLEDGE: 
ARCHEOLOGICAL RESEARCH 

AT WWII AIRFIELDS

Conflict archeology is the study of past hu-
man conflict through largely archeological 
means.6 A variety of establishments and 
sites fall under the scope of this sub-disci-
pline, as it is seen to encompass not only the 
sites of battle, but also auxiliary facilities of 
the home front. Furthermore, research into 
airfields comes under another sub-disci-
pline of archeology called aeroarcheology or 
aviation archeology. Within this discipline, 
crashed aircraft and monuments related to 
aviation, such as airports and their defense 
lines, are examined.7

Both disciplines are relatively new fields 
in archeology, especially in Finland, as ar-
cheological study of 20th-century conflicts 
was still widely considered unimportant at 
the beginning of the 21st century.8 Avia-
tion archeology, on the other hand, was 
mostly conducted by amateurs until the 
beginning of the Feldluftpark Pori project 
in 2018.9 Besides the research done for that 
project, only three partial field surveys of 
WWII airfields have been conducted in 
Finland.10

As conflict archeology is being further 
implemented in Finland, the research po-
tential of these wartime archeological sites 
is becoming better understood.11 During 
wartime, military sites became temporary 
homes for a large number of people, and 

they quickly began to alter their surround-
ings in order to create the required facilities. 
In addition to the remains of more compli-
cated buildings like airplane hangars and 
bunkers, the military presence can also be 
traced based on field observations of the 
remains of simple accommodation such 
as dugouts, tents, or wooden houses; these 
building structures have sometimes sur-
vived, or left visible depressions in the ter-
rain.12

In addition to the remains of construc-
tions, the presence of soldiers can also be 
documented based on the archeological re-
cord of the sites under investigation. A sig-
nificant source of knowledge is represented 
by waste objects that were created as a re-
sult of soldiers’ stay in an area. Latrines and 
waste pits, especially those containing food 
products, were usually located relatively 
near the living quarters of the soldiers.

Due to the relatively modern nature of 
the research subjects, conflict archeology 
not only relies on material culture; oral his-
tories, ethnographies, and documentary 
material serve as important complemen-
tary sources alongside the archeological ap-
proaches.13 By using these various sources, 
the multifocal approach to conflict arche-
ology serves to formulate a more complete 
picture of wartime.

THREATS

The relatively short research history of con-
flict archeology in Finland does not come 
without problems, as WWII constructions, 
and even older historical heritage sites, 
have not traditionally been included in the 
scope of archeological field surveys. Only in 
2009 did the National Board of Antiquities 
(now the Finnish Heritage Agency) make a 
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landmark resolution to recognize histori-
cal localities as antiquities protected under 
the Finnish Antiquities Act.14 However, this 
generally applied only to sites older than 
one hundred years old.

In 2010–15, the Finnish Forest Admin-
istration, Metsähallitus, conducted exten-
sive country-wide survey projects in their 
forest areas. During the survey, Metsähal-
litus decided to take into account all kinds 
of manmade constructions from the Stone 
Age to the 1960s, thus also documenting 
thousands of WWII-era structures.15 The 
sites were documented as “other cultural 
heritage sites” in the database of the Finnish 
Heritage Agency, meaning that they should 
be acknowledged in land-use planning but 
were not automatically protected. Follow-
ing the survey by Metsähallitus, WWII 
constructions are now included within the 
scope of archeological surveys. Neverthe-
less, only a small number of WWII heritage 
sites in Finland have been documented, and 
the lack of survey data makes the undocu-
mented sites more prone to damage, as they 
can be destroyed by modern land use with-
out anyone’s knowledge.

However, even having information on 
the sites does not ensure their protection. 
As WWII heritage sites do not fall under 
the Finnish Antiquities Act due to their 
relatively young age, there has been little 
interest in preserving them from landown-
ers or municipalities. When the Finnish 
Heritage Agency urged the city of Kemi to 
survey the WWII ruins surrounding the air-
field in 2005, the city planning architect re-
plied that, after a visit to the area, they had 
deemed “there was nothing to protect in the 
local master plan”.16 In Pori, a wartime cel-
lar built by the Germans was destroyed as 
recently as 2022.

While wartime constructions are not 
protected under the Antiquities Act, other 
material culture is technically protected by 
law (84/1983), as all material culture left by 
militaries, whether Finnish or foreign, be-
long to the Finnish Defence Forces. How-
ever, as the Act is rarely enforced, the lack 
of protection makes WWII sites attractive 
to metal detectorists. Due to the relatively 
cheap prices of metal detectors and grow-
ing interest in the hobby, such a trend has 
already been seen in Finland.17

Figure 2. A German-built cellar 
in Pori after it had already been 
run over by excavators. Soon 
after, the construction was de-
molished and covered with 
sand. Photo: Teemu Väisänen.
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The detectorists have varying interests 
regarding their hobby. While some express 
a desire to interact with the history of the 
area, others are eager to benefit from the 
collectors’ market for war memorabilia.18 
Among archeologists, the looting of WWII 
heritage has been recognized as a threat 
and is often the subject of professional dis-
cussions.19 There have also been efforts to 
cooperate with detectorists to preserve the 
research potential of military sites or to 
conduct research together. In Finland, such 
cooperation has been valuable, for example, 
in research on the Hanko front and Pori air-
field.20

So-called “war junk” has also been col-
lected or disposed of by other factions, such 
as concerned locals and non-local environ-
mentalists, such as the Pidä Lappi Siistinä 
association, usually in order to clean up the 
forests.21

DISCOVERING THE MATERIAL  
HERITAGE OF AIRFIELDS

The lack of protection and the threatened 
status of WWII constructions were among 
the primary reasons for starting research at 

the Pori airfield in 2018. The project, called 
Feldluftpark Pori, included archeological ex-
cavations, archival studies, and interviews.22 
The project concluded in 2022 with an ex-
hibition at Satakunta Museum, where the 
excavation finds and survey results were 
displayed. The end of one project led to the 
launch of another, as the ongoing Luftgau 
Finnland research project aims to conduct 
similar research at other Luftwaffe airfields 
in Finland.

During thorough archival research at 
the German Military Archives, National 
Archives of Finland, and Finnish Air Force 
Museum in 2021–22, it was noted that the 
amount of archival material on German 
airfields was limited. Towards the end of 
the war, most material left by the German 
Luftwaffe was lost in air attacks or pur-
posefully destroyed by Germans.23 Thus, 
most airfields lack even a simple map that 
would portray German construction ef-
forts, and most surviving maps do not have 
legends explaining the purpose of each 
building. While the use of historical aerial 
photos by the National Land Survey of Fin-
land proved more fruitful, the aerial photos 
were often taken after the war, when the 
majority of constructions were destroyed, 

Figure 3. Historian Kalevi Mik-
konen (in middle) showing 
Tomáš and Charles a large 
trove of porcelain pieces left 
behind by Germans, pro-
ving that not all “war junk” is 
cleaned away. Photo: Teemu 
Väisänen.
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and many ruins were hidden under vegeta-
tion.

It was evident that the real extent of the 
surviving constructions and ruins would 
only be seen in the field, and thus exten-
sive field surveys of selected airfields were 
launched in summer 2022. In July and Au-
gust 2022, Pudasjärvi and Utti airfields, as 
well as a small airfield at the Sturmbock-
Stellung defensive line in Enontekiö, were 
mapped. In September 2022, the surveying 
of the airfields in Ivalo, Kaamanen, Kemi, 
Kemijärvi, Rovaniemi, Sodankylä, and 
Vuotso was started. Due to the extensive 
number of constructions, the survey of the 
latter set of airfields was not finished, but it 
still led to the documentation of hundreds 
of previously undocumented WWII con-
structions.

METHODOLOGY

The field surveys of the 2022 season were 
prepared by using existing maps and aerial 
photos from WWII or soon after, when the 
effects of German demolition works were 
still somewhat visible. These sources were 
digitized at the archives and georeferenced 
using QGIS software, after which it was 
possible to extract coordinates from con-
structions visible on the map. The data were 
further compared with modern LiDAR 
data, which complemented the sometimes 
insufficient historical source material.

The coordinates of the constructions 
visible on aerial photos and LiDAR were 
uploaded into a hand-held GPS device. 
The field survey was initiated with the goal 
of documenting at least these construc-
tions, while keeping an eye out for any-
thing else in between. While larger con-
structions were generally visible in aerial 

photos and LiDAR data, smaller pits and 
walls required more fieldwalking. This 
might change in the future, as the Na-
tional Land Survey of Finland is currently 
rescanning the Finnish landscape with an 
improved point density of at least 5 outgo-
ing laser pulses per square meter, in com-
parison to the former 0.5 points per square 
meter. The updated LiDAR data will make 
it possible to detect even the smallest fea-
tures, such as foxholes and latrine pits.24

During the field research, daily updates 
were posted on the Facebook page of the 
Luftgau Finnland research project. This in-
itiated discussion with the public, garner-
ing tips on WWII constructions and their 

Figure 4. Locations of airfields visited in 2023 and thus 
mentioned in the article. Map: OpenStreetMap, modi-
fied by Teemu Väisänen.
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later use. Such sites were visited especially 
in Kemi, where certain auxiliary facilities 
lay further from the airfield and were not 
included in wartime maps or easily recog-
nized as German facilities in wartime aer-
ial photos. In Kemijärvi, the local histori-
cal society reached out to share knowledge 
and memories regarding wartime facili-
ties. There, certain sites were visited with 
elderly locals, who remembered sites such 
as the long-gone prisoner-of-war camp. At 
the campsite, the men shared their memo-
ries of wartime constructions and their ul-
timate demise due to gravel removal after 
the war. 

SURVEY RESULTS AND OBSERVATIONS

All surveyed airfields had remaining WWII 
constructions around them, although the 
number of such constructions varied greatly 
depending on the airfield’s wartime purpose 
and the extent of modern land use. Con-
structions that could be directly linked to 
aviation included aircraft hangars, aircraft 
shelters, taxiways, and anti-aircraft batter-
ies. However, the airfields were also sur-

rounded by a large variety of dugouts, fox-
holes, trenches, and other constructions. 

During the field surveys, it became evi-
dent that archival studies and noninvasive 
methodologies are not always enough to 
compile a comprehensive profile of the air-
fields and their histories. As the wartime 
source material is often insufficient and the 
modern land use has already erased con-
structions and their remains, it is sometimes 
impossible to piece together the full extent 
of the airfields.

A field survey alone is also often not 
enough to fully determine the use of each 
construction. In theory, German construc-
tions were built following military manuals 
and thus certain constructions can be de-
termined based on their size and shape.25 
However, local varieties exist. For example, 
while the standing aircraft hangars and their 
remains in Pori and Kemi followed the same 
design, the aircraft shelters in both locations 
were slightly different in shape. Many air-
fields also included constructions that had 
no exact counterpart elsewhere.

Moreover, even determining the type of 
construction, such as a warehouse dugout, 
does not answer the question of what was 

Figure 5. Tomáš Pancíř ob-
serving a still-standing wall 
of a German aircraft hangar 
in Kemi. Photo: Teemu Väi-
sänen.
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being stored in the warehouse. The purpose 
of certain constructions might also have 
changed during the war. Certain sites, such 
as Utti airfield, have also been used by the 
Finnish Air Force continuously since the 
war. At such sites, foxholes and trenches 
dug for modern military drills have mixed 
with wartime constructions, making them 
difficult to date without invasive methods. 
In Utti, trenches visible from WWII aerial 
photos have also been extended after the 
war, which further complicates their docu-
mentation and dating.

Archival material can often be a great 
complement to field surveys. This was the 
case with Pudasjärvi airfield, where the re-
mains of five German aircraft shelters were 
found and documented. Later, a stray docu-
ment from the National Archives of Finland 
revealed that the Germans had destroyed 
their aircraft shelters when retreating from 
Pudasjärvi airfield.26 It was also stated in 
the document that the Finns aimed to re-

store the shelters. However, it is not known 
whether the shelters documented on the 
field are the remains of the destroyed Ger-
man shelters or rebuilt Finnish shelters. 

Cooperation with the public could be 
helpful in determining the use of certain 
buildings, as the elderly generation might 
still remember their wartime functions. 
However, there are also possible challenges 
related to such cooperation. The German 
military facilities were more or less off-lim-
its to ordinary civilians, and thus the locals 
might have little knowledge of what truly lay 
within the base. Instead, people might share 
local rumors and stories as truths, further 
confusing the research. This challenge has 
also been seen in previous surveys. For ex-
ample, during archival research conducted 
by Metsähallitus in the Ketola area of Kemi-
järvi, a German concrete bunker was deter-
mined to be a morgue, with a shelter for an 
ambulance next to it. However, according to 
a local person, the bunker was instead a cel-

Figure 6. The aircraft shelters in Pudasjärvi are still visible, but it is not known whether they are remains of the 
destroyed German shelters or rebuilt Finnish shelters. Photo: Teemu Väisänen.
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lar adjoining the house of the commander 
of the base, and the shelter next to it was for 
the commander’s private car.

Even in instances when individuals may 
remember something quite confidently, 
memory tends to fade over time and there 
is no guarantee that every detail they recall 
may be entirely correct when discussing 
events that have long since transpired. De-
spite the challenge of discerning fact from 
fiction when combining archival research 
and local memory, the multifocal approach 
to the investigation and documentation of 
these sites has served to create a more com-
plete picture of them.

SIGNS OF DISTURBANCES

The biggest threat to WWII heritage at 
the visited airfields is modern land use. 

For example, for Pori, the German map 
from 1943 includes drawings of 243 fin-
ished constructions around the airfield.27 
When comparing the georeferenced map 
to modern land use, it can be noted that 
the remains of 115 constructions are locat-
ed under modern apartment blocks, infra-
structure, or extended runways. Many con-
structions close to the highways or within 
the modern airfield might have also been 
buried under soil when the landscape was 
leveled or shifted for construction efforts. 
Similarly, other material culture, such as 
trash pits, has disappeared under modern 
apartment blocks.

In Lapland, modern land use of rural or 
abandoned airfields is not as extensive as 
in the bigger cities, but has still left a mark 
on all airfields visited. In particular, gravel 
removal and forest work were observed as 
major causes of the destruction of wartime 

Figure. 7. As-built plan (Bes-
tandsplan) of Pori airfield 
features buildings that were 
completed, under construc-
tion, planned or demolis-
hed. The plan was updated 
at various dates in between 
2.5.1942 and 30.3.1943. 
Archive of the Finnish Air 
Force Museum.
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material culture. Likewise, the postwar up-
keep of runways, as well as the construc-
tion of other infrastructure, had also often 
led to the destruction of wartime construc-
tions. The extent of damage caused by mod-
ern land use to various airfields can only be 
measured when the surveys are complete, 
and only if there are existing WWII maps or 
aerial photographs to compare with. 

Almost all visited airfields also had signs 
of visits by metal detectorists or other arti-
fact hunters, such as uncovered shovel pits 
and pieces of metal objects left behind. 
Commonly found and broken artifacts, pos-
sibly not attractive enough to the finder, 
were often left behind. Such signs were ob-
served even within areas where the use of 
metal detector was not permitted, such as 
the Pori National Urban Park and the prem-
ises of the Finnish Aviation Academy.

Among the airfields visited, the best 
preserved from looting and/or disturbance 
were those fenced off from the public, such 
as the airfield areas still in active use. For 
example, the areas restricted by the military 
at Utti airfield did not have a single visible 
shovel pit. However, even fencing might not 
always stop the most determined detector-
ists, as a certain hobbyist claimed that he 

frequently sneaks through the fence to con-
duct his hobby at the Pori airfield.

A similar lack of concern about rules 
was also heard in other interactions with 
certain hobbyists, who often knew of 
their wrongdoings but insisted that their 
“research into WWII history” was more 
important than the local restrictions. 
However, such actions often come with 
consequences. When our research team 
asked for permission to use a metal detec-
tor at a certain German campsite that was 
on private land, the landowner declined, 
stating that he had grown tired of detec-
torists, who had constantly visited his lot 
without asking for a permit. Thus, the site 
remains visited only through so-called 
nighthawking, i.e., looting with a metal de-
tector under cover of darkness.

During the field survey, it was also 
noted that some wartime constructions 
close to populated areas were destroyed or 
harmed in other ways. In Kemi, small Ger-
man warehouses, which typically still had 
somewhat standing walls, were commonly 
used for waste disposal and some even had 
marks from burning trash. Similarly, many 
constructions in Kemi and Rovaniemi had 
marks from graffiti, sometimes hinting of at 

Figure 8. Some ruins, espe-
cially in Kemi and Rovaniemi, 
show signs of later recreatio-
nal use. Based on the graffi-
ti, the history of these ruins 
was common knowledge at 
least to some locals. Photo: 
Teemu Väisänen.
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least some level of knowledge of their war-
time functions. 

DISCUSSION

In 2022, ten airfields used by the German 
Luftwaffe during WWII were visited and 
surveyed fully or in part. While the air-
fields differ in their wartime and post-war 
use, the outcome of the surveys indicate 
that all airfields have a rich material cul-
ture that would be a valuable complemen-
tary source, alongside oral histories and 
documentary material, when researching 
the histories of the WWII airfields and 
their everyday use.

However, formulating a more complete 
picture of the localities can prove chal-
lenging, as noninvasive methods reveal lit-
tle of the ruins and their original purpose. 
Similarly, the limited documentary material 
rarely answers more detailed, if any, ques-
tions about the surveyed constructions. Co-
operation with the local communities could 
be helpful in determining the use of certain 
buildings, as the elderly generation might 
still remember their wartime functions. 
However, oral histories can also further 
complicate the picture if the memories are 
no longer clear. Furthermore, finding peo-
ple with firsthand memories from wartime 
will be more challenging as time passes.

As time passes, the research into mate-
rial culture also becomes more complicat-
ed, as modern land use and relic hunting 
continuously compromise areas with re-
search potential. During the surveys, even 
rural and abandoned airfields were seen 
to be impacted, due to gravel removal and 
forestry work. Almost all visited airfields 
also had signs of visits by metal detector-
ists or other artifact hunters.

CONCLUSIONS

Conflict archeology in Finland is in transi-
tion. The WWII sites are currently acknowl-
edged as cultural heritage and included in 
the scope of archeological surveys. How-
ever, their relatively late designation as such 
has led to the destruction of countless sites 
without proper documentation. The arche-
ological surveys conducted before recent 
years have not taken into account the war-
time heritage and the information on such 
sites has not been passed to local officials, 
meaning that the sites are prone to damage 
and destruction.

The upcoming update to the Antiquities 
Act does not seem to change the protection 
status of WWII sites and there is no indica-
tion of restricting the use of metal detec-
tors in Finland, so the current status quo 
remains. It is also likely that restrictions 
would not be the solution, as they would 
only affect law-abiding detectorists and 
not those already bending or breaking the 
rules. One key to ensure the future research 
potential of WWII sites is cooperation be-
tween researchers and hobbyists. However, 
patience is required from all involved par-
ties, as there are far more passionate hobby-
ists than archeologists specialized in conflict 
archeology in Finland.

At the same time, conflict archeology 
as a sub-discipline is showing its potential 
for broadening our knowledge of WWII 
with new material and information. While 
nondestructive surveys have limitations on 
uncovering detailed information on each 
construction, the survey results are vital for 
understanding the extent of the preserved 
WWII constructions, and the data may be-
come the last glimpse into certain ruins 
before they are ultimately destroyed. In the 
absence of exact archival material and giv-
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en the sometimes unreliable nature of local 
memory, archeological research can thus 
complement the overview of wartime activi-
ties, such as the German military presence 
at the airfields.

The field surveys will continue in 2023, 
when the mapping of airfields in Lapland 
will be finished. Afterwards, it will be pos-
sible to compare the survey results with ex-
isting WWII maps and aerial photographs 
in order to observe how many constructions 
have already been lost to land use changes. 
While plenty of important wartime herit-
age has already been lost without proper 
research, Finland still has a unique preser-
vation status in comparison to many Eu-
ropean countries, where the modern land 
use around airfields has been more exten-
sive. However, it is important to note that 
changes can happen fast and it is vital to ap-
preciate the uncontaminated archeological 
context of the preserved WWII sites, while 
there are still some left.
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