


MAIL OF THE RED GUARDS AREA, FINLAND, SPRING 1918 
Finland declared independence on 6 December 1917. 
However, the political conditions were unstable lead-
ing soon to a civil war which broke out at the end of 
January 1918. The country was divided in two parts: 
the northern part ruled by the bourgeois Whites and 
southern ruled by the socialist Reds (see the map).  
  This exhibit is a social philatelic study (class 2C of 
the postal history regulations) presenting postal condi-
tions in the Red Guards area during the civil war from 
27 January until the early days of May 1918. 
 
Outline of the exhibit: 
     1 The war begins     2 
     2 Postage rates of the Red Guards area  3 - 4 
     3 Mail to and from foreign countries  5 - 6 
     4 Last days of the Red Guards regime  7 - 8 
 
Treatment & Importance 
 
This is the first and so far the only exhibit covering 
this interesting, yet difficult period of Finnish postal 
history. Exceptional conditions led for example to cen-
sorship, short postage rate periods and mixed frank-
ings. Therefore, despite a seemingly short time period, 
just over three months, it is very challenging to cover 
all postal historical aspects of the time.  
   Class 2C exhibit can never be complete. However, 
the postal items shown cover a great variety of item 
classes, postages, censorship markings etc. Thus, it is 
impossible to duplicate this exhibit.  
   So far I have registered 1.327 Red Guards area post-
al items in private hands, of which 85% are plain let-
ters and postcards. Thus, all other types of postal 
items are scarce and therefore the treatment of the 
subject cannot be expanded beyond one frame. 
 
Knowledge &  Research 
 
It is impossible to build this kind of exhibit without 
extensive research and knowledge of the time period, 
its historical background, and postal historical facts. 
The exhibit was originally based on research done by a 
study group of the Postal History Society of Finland 
under my supervision in 2008 - 2010 and my own re-
search from there on. The work has been pioneering 
and so far it has led to ten articles published in Finn-
ish and Dutch stamp magazines. I am also writing a 
dissertation on this subject to the Faculty of History at 
the Jyväskylä University. 
 
Condition & Rarity  
 
All objects of the exhibit are carefully selected and em-
phasis has been given to quality. However, many of 
the items have had to survive war or prison camp con-
ditions. In addition, after the civil war the Red Guards 
area mail items were considered as dangerous pieces 
of evidence of rebellious action and therefore they were 
often treated badly. 
   The highlights in the exhibit include, but are not 
limited to, items with remarks on bold and/or red text. 
The latter one has been used to mark the 17 (61% of 

all) only known items of their kind. The rarity state-
ments are based on the afore mentioned study.  
 
Layout of the exhibit 
 
Each page starts with a chapter title followed by one 
line description of the theme of the page. Additional 
information is given with text in Century schoolbook 
type. The analysis of the items is given in Tw Cent MT 
type� 
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Propaganda poster showing the Red Guards area at its biggest in 
March 1918. The title of the poster reads: “Can red conquer white?” 
referring to the big difference of the areas of the two Guards. The origi-
nal poster is in my possession. 

Red Guards membership 
card. The membership card 
has four different cachets, 
namely: red circular "P.K. So-
tavankien Komissaari Helsin-
ki" (Red Guards POW Com-
missioner Helsinki) (top left); 
red circular "S. Punasen Kaar-
t in Hels ingin Muoni tus-
komitea" (Provisioning Unit of 
the Red Guards in Helsinki) 
(middle left); black text "S.P.K. 
H:gin Divisioona" (Helsinki Divi-
sion of the Red Guards) (left); 
a n d  u n c l e a r  c i r c u l a r 
"...tarkast…"  (...inspect…) 
(top right). I have found two 
Red Guards membership 
cards in my research. 

Free privilege letter No. 1, no departure or arrival cds. The letter is addressed to the County Administrative Board with  manu-
script "Kiireellinen" (urgent). "Helsingin punaisen kaartin tiedusteluosasto" (Intelligence department of the Red Guards in Helsinki) 
cachet. This is the only letter with this cachet found in my research. 



The Federation of the Civil servants' associa-
tions declared on 29 January 1918, that all 
kinds of official work should be halted imme-
diately. Higher officials of the Post Office 
joined the strike right away.  
   The enthusiasm to oppose the Reds was 
less in the lower ranks. Most officials on 
strike were soon replaced by clerks and post-
men and the effects of the strike were usual-
ly small, varying from one place to another.  
   The post offices in Helsinki for example 
were re-opened already on 4 February 1918 
as the postcard on the left shows. However, 
in some counties the reorganization of the 
mail delivery took several weeks. 
   The field post card on the right reached 
Helsinki two days before the civil war. Inter-
estingly, it was sent to the censoring office 
even though it is written in Arabic, and then 
sent to its destination to Pornainen where it 
arrived on the first day of the war. It was 
forwarded to Porvoo, but due to the war con-
ditions it took more than two weeks to travel 
this 30 km journey.  
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1 The war begins 
Civil servants including postmen refused to obey the new Red Guards regime and went on strike. Military actions on both sides started by cleaning their own territory first.  

During the first weeks of the war, 
both Guards wanted to secure 
their own territory.  
   The Reds took close to 500 
White prisoners during the clean-
ing operations at Kirkkonummi in 
February 1918. They were 
brought to Helsinki and impris-
oned in a school building at 
Liisankatu in the center of Hel-
sinki. 
   In Kuopio there were about 500 
Red Guards and 150 White 
Guards soldiers. The Reds took 
over the barracks of the local gar-
rison but otherwise stayed inac-
tive. Peace was negotiated but the 
results were fruitless. The Whites 
solved the case a few days later 
with the gunfire of an armored 
train which they got for help. The 
Reds surrendered on 8 February 
1918 at noon. 

Postcard Helsinki 4.2.1918. Postage 15 p 4.10.1914 - 28.2.1918 (the Red Guards area). This postcard 
is dated 31.1.1918, but it has been cancelled 4.2.1918. It shows that the Helsinki post did not 
function for five days during the strike. Helsinki cds is the earliest after the strike recorded in 
my research. 

Postcard from Liisankatu prison Helsinki 7.3.1918. Postage 25 p 1.3.1918 - early May 1918. Two 
stamps have been removed and writing has been found underneath. The only case of secret 
writing recorded in my research. 

Safe conduct document which was given to a peace negotiator by the White Guards in Kuopio on 5 February 
1918. It says that "Attorney Helge Johanson is authorized to walk through the front line". Important historical 
document. 

Field post card Army Post Off. 24.11.1917, Cairo 28.11.1917 (on the reverse), Helsin-
ki 25.1.1918, Pornainen 28.1.1918. Forwarded to Porvoo, arrival cds 14.2.1918. No 
postage for field post correspondence. British and Finnish censoring cachets. This is the only 
field post card from the British troops to the Red Guards area found in my research. 
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2 Postage rates of the Red Guards area 
The Reds used the same postage rates as the Whites for the first month of the war. However, domestic postage rates were increased on 1 March 1918. 

The Red Guards area postal 
items sent during February 
1918, can only be recognized by 
departure and arrival locations. 
Of the 494 post offices in the Red 
Guards area only 269 were oper-
ational according to my research. 
   The General Post Office of the 
Reds published 15 Circulars. Cir-
cular No 6 (dated 26 February 
1918) contained new postal rates 
which were effective on 1 March 
1918. The new rates were com-
prehensive the most common 
rates being now 40 penni 
(instead of 30 p) for a letter and 
25 penni (15 p) for a postcard.  

Postcard sent as local printed matter Turku 1.2.1918. Postage 5 p 1.1.1901 - 28.2.1918 (the Red 
Guards area). I have found three local printed matters sent during February, 1918 in my research. 

Parcel 1,75 kg Turku 11.2.1918, no arrival cds. Postage: parcel up to 1,5 kg 1,40 mk; every 0,5 kg 
from thereof 0,40 mk; total 1,80 mk 1.10.1917 - 28.2.1918 (the Red Guards area). I have found six par-
cel cards sent during February, 1918 in my research. 

Free privilege letter COD 283 mk Helsinki 16.3.1918, Högfors 17.3. 1918. Postage: free privilege letter 0 mk; COD fee up to 25 mk: 0,50 mk, every 25 
mk or part thereof: 25 p, subtotal 2,75 mk; total 3,25 mk 1.3. - early May, 1918. The only free privilege letter COD from the Red Guards area recorded 
in my research. 

Postcard Tammisaari 1.3.1918, Helsinki 2.3.1918. Postage 25 p 1.3. - early May, 1918. First day 
usage of the rate. Thought first to be underpaid, therefore a boxed “T” cachet which then has 
been crossed out. 
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Even though the postage rates were comprehensive, only a limited number of postal item types were actually in use. The rates were valid only for about two months. 
2 Postage rates of the Red Guards area 

Third-rate (140 g) registered printed matter Helsinki 26.3.1918, Porvoo 27.3.1918. Postage: printed matter, each  50 g 15 p, subtotal 45 p; registering fee 50 p; total 
95 p 1.3. - early May, 1918. I have found three postal items HEAVIER THAN FIRST-RATE from the Red Guards area in my research of which this is the only 
third-rate item. 

Letter to the front Miehikkälä 26.4.1918. Postage 40 p 1.3. - early May, 1918. Censoring cachet and a re-sealing slip of 
the Reds. The only purpose made censoring cachet on the Red Guards area, only 2 items with this cachet and slip 
are recorded in my research. One of the last letters sent within the Red Guards area found in my research. 

Postal stationery card Viipuri 11.4.1918, Kouvola 12.4.1918. Postage 25 p (conversion rate used: 2 kop = 5 
p) 1.3. - early May, 1918. Kopeck frankings were not valid anymore. However, in this case the kopeck val-
ued postal stationery has been accepted or slipped through. Four mixed frankings with kopeck and 
model Saarinen stamps from the Red Guards area are recorded in my research. 

Registered letter Viipuri 9.4.1918, Helsinki 19.4.1918. Postage: letter 40 p; registration fee 50 p; total                         
90 p 1.3. - early May, 1918. The letter was sent from the Red Guards area. However, Helsinki was already 
liberated (on 13 April) when the letter arrived. I have recorded three registered letters sent within the 
Red Guards area in my research. 
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3 Mail to and from foreign countries 

Connections abroad from the Red 
Guards area were halted immediate-
ly at the end of January 1918. Circu-
lar No 2 (dated 11 February 1918) of 
the Reds stated that "it is impossible 
to send mail abroad" and therefore 
"post offices cannot accept any postal 
items to foreign countries except for 
letters and postcards to Russia". 
   On the other hand, the same Circu-
lar mentioned that "all mail coming 
from foreign countries can be deliv-
ered in normal order". This explains 
why the parcel from Sweden shown 
below has gone through.  

The mail connection from the Red Guards area to Sweden ceased immediately when the war broke out. The only remaining foreign direction was Russia. 

Insured parcel (5,6 kg; 216 Kr) from Sweden Stockholm 17.1.1918, Helsinki 13.2.1918. Postage: parcel (5,5-6 kg) 312 
öre 1.7.1917 - 14.2.1918; insurance fee for each 300 Kr 14 öre 15.7.1908 - 30.6.1921; total 326 öre. Customs cachet 
"Oförtullat reexportgods". The only parcel arrived from a foreign country to the Red Guards area recorded in my 
research. 

Double postcard to Sweden Helsinki 4.2.1918, Stockholm 3.5.1918. Postage 8 kop 14.9.1917 - 
11.4.1918. The card was halted in Helsinki and it wasn't sent to Sweden until the city was liberated. I 
have recorded 3 double postcards sent from or within the Red Guards area in my research, of which 
this is the only one sent abroad. 

Letter from South Africa O? 26.9.1917, on the reverse: Tsumeb 2.10.1917, Petrograd 23.1.1918, Helsinki 
12.3.1918. Postage 2,5 d summer 1915 - 31.12.1921. South African censoring cachet and on the reverse numeral 
censoring cachet “78” from Petrograd. This is the only letter arriving to the Red Guards area from a foreign 
country through Russia during the civil war found in my research. 

Postcard to China Helsinki 3.4.1918, Peking 21.5.1918. Postage 8 kop 14.9.1917 - 11.4.1918. Pet-
rograd censoring cachet. The only postal item sent abroad outside Russia from the Red Guards 
area during the civil war found in my research. 
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3 Mail to and from foreign countries 
Postal connections to Russia were very comprehensive. The Red regime even increased the whole range of postal rates to Russia as late as 12 April 1918. 

Circular No. 15 (dated 12 
April 1918) of the Red re-
gime GPO contained a full 
set of new postal rates for 
mail to Russia. The reason 
for the increase was given 
in the circular: Russia had 
increased their rates al-
ready in March and there-
fore the Reds wanted to 
follow the suit. 
   The new rates to Russia 
were in use only for about 
12 days. The White 
Guards cut the railroad as 
well as the mail connec-
tion to Russia in 24 April 
1918. No wonder that I 
have found only one postal 
item using this new rate 
in my research. 

Telegram inquiry from Russia Rostov 9.3.1918, Helsinki 18.3.1918. Postage 40 kop 1.3. - 24.4.1918 (to the Red Guards area). 
Stamps on the reverse side of the form. This is the only inquiry recorded in my research. 

Postcard to Russia Viipuri 17.4.1918. Postage 20 kop 12.4. - early May, 1918. Petrograd censoring 
cachet. The only item sent abroad using this very short period postage rate and the last item 
sent from the Red Guards area to Russia recorded in my research.  

Copy of the reverse of the inquiry re-
duced to 35% of the original. 

Postal money order (1000 rbl) from 
Russia, Petrograd 25.2.1918, Viipuri 
28.3.1918. Postage 5 rbl. This is the 
only postal money order from 
abroad to the Red Guards area found 
in my research. 
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4 Last days of the Red Guards regime 
The Red Guards front collapsed after German troops invaded Helsinki. One symptom of panic was censoring measures at the last moments of the war. 

Helsinki was the capital of the Red Guards area as well 
as the center of the revolution. It was supposed to be safe 
being long away from the front. Therefore, the disembar-
kation of German troops in Hanko (some 130 km west of 
Helsinki) on 3 April and their fast progress along the 
coast to the east caused panic among the Guards.  
   German troops invaded Helsinki on 12-13 April 1918. 
This paralyzed the Red resistance and caused a massive 
retreat towards the Carelian Isthmus and Russia. There 
was practically no organized opposition until the last big 
battle of Viipuri at the end of April. 
   The Red Guards did not consider censoring as neces-
sary. However, in my article in "Filatelisti" in 2013 I cata-
logue 18 different censoring or unit cachets used for cen-
soring. 
   Censoring measures in Lahti was commenced at the 
beginning of April, probably due to the landing of the Ger-
man troops. It was exceptional to censor official mail like 
the one below. It was probably a symptom of panic. 

Censored free privilege letter Lahti 15.4.1918, Hämeenlinna, date unclear. "Punaisen Kaartin Lahden rykmentin esikunta" (Red Guards, 
Headquarters of the Lahti regiment) censoring cachet. The only known censored free privilege letter of the Red Guards area. 

Copy of the reverse reduced to 30%. 

Postcard from Russia Petrograd 4.4.1918, Helsinki 12.4.1918. Postage 20 kop 1.3. - 24.4.1918 (the 
Red Guards area). Petrograd censoring cachet. Arrived at Helsinki on the last day of the Red re-
gime. I have found two double postcards sent to the Red Guards area in my research. 

Permit for a Red Guards soldier to visit hospital on 12 April 1918, the day 
when the final battle of Helsinki began. The text in the lower part of the per-
mit says: "The owner of this permit has visited Fennia hospital. However, there 
was no doctor available.". Red "H:gin Paikall. Punak. Patalj. Päällikkökun-
ta" (Headquarters of the local Red Guards Battalion) and lilac "Punaisen 
kaartin Ensi apu osasto Toimikunta" (First aid section of the Red Guards) ca-
chets. 
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4 Last days of the Red Guards regime 
The final battle was fought at Viipuri on 24-29 April 1918. The Whites rebuilt the Post organization after the war and delivered even the mail captured from the Red area post offices. 

The liberation of Viipuri was the last big battle 
during the civil war. The Whites had about 
18.400 men whereas the city was defended by 
some 15.000 Reds.  
   The main operation commenced on 24 April. 
This led the Red government to flee to Petro-
grad. The Red forces were left alone and their 
morale collapsed. Only some small Red units 
still continued their desperate resistance. The 
last Reds surrendered at Pyhtää on 5 May 1918. 
The war was over. 
   When the fronts collapsed, most Red Guards 
area mail fell into the hands of the Whites. Let-
ters were used in trials as evidence against the 
Red activists. No wonder Red area mail is scarce; 
most of the material was destroyed long ago, be-
cause it was simply too dangerous to keep.  
   These survived documents reflect life condi-
tions during these very turbulent times. That is 
the reason I find this area really fascinating to 
collect. 

Money order 1507,37 mk Viipuri 9.4.1918, Helsinki 22.4.1918. Postage for a money order up to 25 mk 0,50 mk; every 25 mk or part thereof 25 p, subtotal 
15,00 mk; total 15,50 mk 1.3. - early May, 1918. Inspected by the Post Office and returned to Viipuri, arrival cds 12.11.1919. I have found 18 inspect-
ed money orders in my research of which 7 are accompanied with decision forms. This is the only item with 10 mk Saarinen stamp used in the Red 
Guards area. 

Postcard showing Viipuri just after the war. Divided back. No information about the publisher. Postcard from the Red Guards area with a White Guards censoring cachet. Järvenpää 
23.3.1918, Helsinki 24.3.1918. Forwarded to Mikkeli (on the White Guards area), Helsin-
ki ??.4.1918 (date unclear, however the Russian text has already been removed). Postage 25 p 
1.3. - early May, 1918 (the Red Guards area). "Sotasensuuri Mikkelissä" (Military censor at Mikkeli) 
censoring cachet. This is the only postcard from the Red Guards area with this White Guards 
censoring cachet found in my research. 

Postcard from the Red Guards area with a White Guards censoring cachet Viipuri 11.4.1918, 
Loviisa, date unclear. Postage 25 p 1.3. - early May, 1918 (the Red Guards area). I have found three 
Red Guards area items with Loviisa censoring cachet of the Whites in my research. 
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