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Remembering Lauri Törni, a Soldier’s Soldier 
����������	
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Before a screening in Seattle this spring of a documentary film from 
Finland about the short but remarkable life of Lauri Törni (Torni: A 
Soldier’s Story), I was asked to share my remembrances of him. He 
and I were roughly contemporaries and had been fellow immigrants 
from Finland within a few years of each other. 
The story of Lauri’s heroic military career as a soldier for both 
Finland and the United States is almost unbelievable. What I will 
share is only part of it, so if you want to know more, especially 
about his many military exploits, there are several books written 
about him. One published recently is titled Born a Soldier: The 
Times and Life of Larry Thorne (Cleverley, 2008). Also the 
character in the first chapter of the book The Green Berets (Moore, 
1965) and movie of the same name is apparently based on him. If 
you can read Finnish, there are many more to choose from, including 
one written by a Finnish-American Army officer who knew Lauri 
well, titled Marttisen Miehet (Kairinen, 1987), and another by a 
former commander of his in Finland, titled Törnin Jääkärit 
(Rönnquist and Vuorenmaa, 1993). 

I will tell you about the time I met Lauri Törni and the time I last saw him. But first, in order to 
understand how I came to know him, I need to explain a piece of Finnish military history you may not 
be familiar with. As you probably know, after the Continuation War ended in a preliminary truce in 
1944, Finland’s political situation with the Soviets was extremely uncertain for several years. Because 
Finns were deeply exhausted and depleted—tens of thousands had died and many more thousands were 
wounded, widowed, orphaned, or displaced—, Finnish officials pragmatically agreed to some difficult 
terms with the Russians, such as paying heavy reparations, holding war crimes trials, and letting a Soviet
-dominated allied commission oversee its internal affairs until a formal peace treaty was signed. The 
fervent hope was that Finland might hold onto its hard-won independence by showing an honest 
willingness to reconcile with its powerful neighbor. At the same time, most Finns could not trust that 
this neighbor would allow them to retain their national sovereignty in the long run, since the Soviet 
Union had invaded them twice and had already annexed most of the countries on its long border. Finns 
were not of one mind about which course of action was the most right to take, whether some form of 
reconciliation or of resistance. Under the circumstances, it was arguably difficult to know. 

In the end, Finland finessed the reconciliation process and managed the seemingly impossible, 
retaining its freedom. One factor that may have played a role in this carefully negotiated outcome was a 
back-up plan devised by a cadre of high-ranking military officers. From a desire to give Finland a 
fighting chance to defend itself should the Soviets invade, a secret operation was carried out to cache 
vast quantities of weapons and ammunition throughout the countryside, much of it buried on farmsteads. 
The officers acted independently and the plan was carried out by soldier volunteers. By the time the 
Soviets found out what was being done, great stores of arms had been hidden. Some of it is still being 
unearthed today when an old barn is razed. Since then, this act has been credited for helping to hold in 
check any inclination the Soviets may have had to use military force, especially since they knew first-hand how 
motivated the Finns were. But not surprisingly, the communist-controlled government and media of the time 
portrayed the operation as an outrage, and many of the men involved were imprisoned. One small group, about 
fourteen officers, managed to escape the state police, fleeing on foot over the frozen tip of the Gulf of Bothnia to 
Sweden, my future husband among them. They called themselves Marttinen’s Men, after their ranking officer. 

The men took temporary work as lumberjacks, hoping to wait out in Sweden until the political situation at 
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home stabilized. But about a year into their stay, 
Sweden caved to political pressure from the Soviets, 
ordering the men to leave the country or be deported to 
Finland to stand trial. Put into this difficult position, 
they decided to seek political asylum in the United 
States. They had to scramble to obtain visas and passage 
on ships. Many were forced to leave wives and families 
behind for a time. 

Arriving in New York City in 1946, the men were 
taken in by the tight-knit Finnish-American community, 
who treated them like war heroes and helped them find 
work. Like most immigrants, they took jobs in factories, 
construction, and domestic service. Their families joined 
them as individual circumstances allowed. Over time, 
the U.S. military learned of these men’s specialized 
skills in winter warfare, and with the advocacy of “Wild 
Bill Donovan” from the previous Roosevelt 
administration, congress passed a special act allowing 
them to become U.S. citizens in exchange for joining the 
Army. All became officers quickly and rose through the 
ranks. Most of them served at least twenty years, doing 
tours of duty wherever the Army sent them, including 
combat tours in Korea, Vietnam, and other hot spots. 

Lauri Törni comes into this picture a few years 
later, around 1950. During the Winter and Continuation 
Wars, he had been a decorated and celebrated soldier in 
Finland for his many acts of uncommon bravery and 
leadership. It was said his men would follow him 
anywhere. He did so much damage to the Russians and 
became so feared by them that they offered a reward for 
his death or capture—the only person to be singled out 
this way. 

During the period of political instability that 
followed the initial truce with Russia, Lauri joined the 
underground Resistance movement (separate from the 
arms caching operation). Ultimately, hundreds of people 
involved in this activity were rounded up and 
imprisoned, Lauri among them. At one point he 
famously escaped—the first one to try —but was 
recaptured. A couple years and a few more escape 
attempts later, the president of Finland pardoned him, 
but he was not allowed to rejoin the military, the one 
thing he wanted most, and was not allowed to leave the 
country either. Not willing to settle for that, he escaped 
to Sweden with the help of a taxi driver held at gunpoint 
(but paid well) and a passport borrowed from a friend. A 
wealthy countess arranged for him to board with a 
family of Finnish-Swedes. Then he fell in love with one 
of their daughters, Marja, who happened to be American
-born. I believe she was the only love of his life. They 
became engaged, but before marrying, Lauri wanted to 
pursue the possibility of joining the U.S. Army as he 
heard some other Finns had done, plus he thought it best 

to keep moving since he was worried about being found 
out and returned to Finland. Using his false identity, he 
obtained a visa to Venezuela and booked passage on a 
ship, promising his fiancée he would come back for her 
as soon as he could. From Venezuela he took a boat to 
the United States, but jumped off before it docked in 
New Orleans, swimming to shore in order to avoid 
immigration officials with their difficult questions. 

Lauri spoke no English and had only his wet 
clothes and the wet money in his pocket. He headed 
north for New York City and connected with the same 
Finnish-American community that had welcomed 
Marttinen’s Men. With help from his new friends and 
their connections, the government was somehow 
persuaded to link him to Marttinen’s Men, in spite of 
being in the U.S. illegally, thus conferring on him the 
same privilege of American citizenship in return for 
Army service. In the Army he changed his name to a 
more American-friendly Larry Thorne. 

By the way, Lauri’s love story ended sadly. Years 
passed and he wrote to Marja once or twice— I guess he 
assumed she would just wait endlessly. When he finally 
showed up in Sweden unannounced, he was truly 
surprised to learn from a neighbor that she had tired of 
waiting, married someone else and moved to Spain. It 
broke his heart. 

Lauri’s and my stories weave together through two 
men: my brother, Paavo Koli, and my future husband, 
Kalle Keranen. These two were close friends from their 
days together at the Finnish military academy. I met 
Kalle in late 1952 when he stopped over in Finland on 
his way to fight in the Korean war as a U.S. Army 
officer. He stayed with my brother in Helsinki for a few 
days, where I also happened to be staying. Kalle had not 
been to Finland since the war ended. In fact, he was the 
first of Marttinen’s Men to risk returning, hoping his 
American passport would protect him if necessary. I 
vividly recall the state police (Valpo) following him 
around, and one policeman trying to question him, but 
he would not cooperate and nothing more came of it. 
Soon after returning from his year-long tour in Korea, 
we began a letter exchange, pretty quickly writing a 
letter a day. He proposed by mail and we married in 
Finland at the end of 1954. Since Kalle had a promising 
career in the U.S. Army and had given up his Finnish 
citizenship to become an American, I joined him in the 
United States, after a time becoming an American 
citizen as well. 

We began our married life at Fort Benning, 
Georgia, a large infantry post, where Kalle and a few 
other Marttinen’s Men had received Special Forces 
training. They were among the founding members of 
what later became known as the Green Berets. One 
evening in 1956 when Kalle was on maneuvers and our 
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firstborn, Jussi, was only a week old, there was a knock 
on the door. We were living in a rental house at the edge 
of the post. A strange man in a civilian suit introduced 
himself as Lauri Törni. He was not a tall man but there 
was something imposing about him. He said he had 
come to bear greetings from my brother, Paavo Koli, in 
Finland, that they were both in the brotherhood of 
Finnish soldiers who had received the Mannerheim 
Cross (Finland’s highest medal of honor for valor). This 
sounded trustworthy enough, so I invited him in. 

He must have been disappointed that Kalle was not 
home. He had obviously been looking forward to 
meeting another one of his fellow Marttinen’s Men and 
sharing war stories, since he carried in an armload of 
military documents and journals. He spread them out on 
the sofa anyway and proceeded to give me detailed 
accounts of his many war experiences—the same wars I 
had lived through as a civilian and was more than ready 
to forget. He talked and talked about the war, unsmiling. 
He struck me as a little one-track, almost unable to talk 
about anything else. I tried to appear interested but was 
very tired and finally had to tell him that I had a 
newborn to take care of. Lauri said “no problem” 
politely and went on with his stories! Hours later I asked 
if he had a place to spend the night and told him the 
little bamboo sofa where he was sitting with his papers 
was the only guest bed we had. He gladly accepted—
from the sound of it, he most likely had slept in worse 
situations. In the morning, he collected his journals, 
thanked me, and left. I never met anyone as passionate 
about the war business. Apparently his father had said 
that even as a child he was constantly leading his 
boyhood friends in war games. Oddly enough, as I came 
to know later, he was actually a quiet man. 

The last time I saw Lasse, as we Finns called him, 
was about eight years later. Even though he had also 
volunteered for the Special Forces, his and my 
husband’s career paths had rarely crossed before now. 
Never stationed in the same place at the same time, they 
had primarily come to know each other through get-
togethers of Marttinen’s Men and their families. But 
now they were both posted at Fort Bragg, North 
Carolina, Lasse at Special Forces headquarters and Kalle 
with the 18th Airborne Corps. By this time, Lasse was a 
big name in the Green Berets, affectionately known 
among his colleagues as “The Legend.” The feat that 
earned him this nickname was the retrieval of highly 
classified material from a U.S. military aircraft that had 

crashed into treacherously icy mountains in Iran. His 
team succeeded where two other rescue attempts had 
failed. This was a common refrain in his life: men 
inspired by his confidence and courage to achieve the 
unexpected. 

It was 1964 and Lasse was about to deploy to 
Vietnam after the holidays on his second tour of duty. 
We had invited him to spend Christmas Eve with us. In 
addition to our son, now 8, the family had grown to 
include a daughter, age 7. Lasse was very good with 
children and it was obvious he loved them, bringing ours 
memorable gifts: an electric train set for Jussi and an 
elaborate tea set for Eeva. Totally surprising my 
husband, Lasse asked him to take care of his beloved 
luxury Alpha Romeo sports car while he was away. He 
had purchased it on a vacation trip to Italy and loved to 
drive it very fast. My husband and even young son had 
taken many joy rides. The white convertible with red 
leather seats was the envy of the post and Kalle was 
thrilled with his good luck in being entrusted with it. I 
was thrilled too since it meant I did not have to drive 
him to work anymore! But our joy was short-lived since 
Kalle was deployed to the Dominican Republic uprising 
just a few months later, and shortly after returning was 
stationed to Norway. Before our move overseas in late 
1965, Kalle in turn entrusted the sports car to a fellow 
officer, the son of one of Marttinen’s Men. Regrettably, 
he died while we were in Norway, and in spite of many 
efforts by many people, no one has been able to find out 
what happened to the car. It is still a big mystery. 

That Christmas Eve we sensed that something 
about Lasse was different. He had never doubted 
himself and his survival before, but to our surprise he 
appeared just a tiny bit apprehensive about his return. 
He had certainly been testing his luck for a long time. 
Perhaps his incredible physical and mental strength had 
started to wane just a little, or maybe he was not quite as 
fearless as he used to be. It could be he was simply 
looking forward to finally settling down with a family of 
his own after a life exclusively dedicated to fighting 
wars. He was in his mid-forties and had just purchased a 
small house near the post, his first one. 

We never saw him again. He went missing in 
action in October 1965. Over thirty years later, human 
remains found at the site of a helicopter crash in the 
Vietnam jungle were confirmed to include Lauri’s. The 
memorial service to this one-of-a kind soldier at 
Arlington National Cemetery overflowed with soldiers 
from both his native and adopted lands. 
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Pictured from left to right: 
Brend Hunt-Holma, Tapio Holma,  
Consul General Kirsti Westphalen 
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On May 25, suspicious characters carrying boiled 
eggs and rolling pins could be spotted on the 
Finnish Lutheran Church parking lot in Crown 
Hill. A band of mischiefs? Quite the contrary: to 
celebrate the end of the study year 2008-2009, the 
FFSC Finnish language school held a 
karjalanpiirakka cook-out that gave Finnish 
language students a chance to get some hands-on 
experience with Finnish culture.  There was a large 
turnout of students who were eager to find out how 
this regional delicacy is 
made, and most 
importantly, how it 
would taste like! 
The students were first 
given a short 
description of this treat 
from the Carelia region, 
after which teachers 
Anna and Jenni handed 
out recipes and it was 
time to hit the kitchen 
and start preparing the 
dough! Elbow-deep in 
rye flour and rice 
porridge, students 
exchanged polite phrases 
that were taught in earlier 
classes: “Voitko 
auttaa?” (Can you help me?), “Tarvitsetko 
apua?” (Do you need help?), “Anna lisää jauhoja, 
kiitos” (More flour, please). 
Although we soon discovered that American ovens 
cannot quite reach the temperatures required for 
optimized karjalanpiirakka-baking, in no time were 
the downstairs tables full of delicious Carelian 
pies. Students were encouraged to enjoy the results 
of their labor with a liberal lathering of munavoi, 
“egg butter”, which consists of boiled eggs mashed 
together with semi-melted butter. FFSC President 
Rita Koski made a guest appearance and brought 
with her a dessert item: black licorice! 
Once bellies were full and the last 
karjalanpiirakkas were being packed away as 
souvenirs to anyone waiting at home, the session 
ended with an adjective review: everyone could 
describe what they thought of karjalanpiirakka. 

Students were not only very inventive, but also apt: 
the Carelian pie was described, among other things, 
as fun and messy (“hauska ja epäsiisti”). 
This event was just one example of what to expect 
when you sign up for FFSC’s Finnish courses. 
Finnish is learned through using it actively either in 
simulated situations such as role-playing, during 
board and vocabulary games and, as in the case of 
the baking session, with hands-on manner. It is also 
not unheard of that a session might end in a 

beautiful rendition of 
“Hämä-hämä-häkki”, 
(Eensy-weensy spider), 
as performed by the 
class.  All of these 
exercises aim at a 
practical Finnish 
knowledge: the kind of 
language that gets you 
by at dinner tables, 
market squares and 
meetings among friends. 
The curriculum is 
peppered with students’ 
individual wishes 
regarding vocabulary 
and topics, which are all 
taken into account in 
lesson plans. 

Study year 2009-2010 will begin September 24, 
2009 and participants may choose an appropriate 
level for them out of three options: Beginners, 
which is aimed primarily at absolute beginners; 
Intermediate, which continues with students who 
already know some basics of Finnish, and Reading 
and Conversation, which can be attended by 
anyone who has intermediate Finnish skills and 
would like to broaden his/her reading, writing and 
conversational skills. If you are unsure of which 
level would suit you best, please contact teacher 
Jenni Salmi. See the registration form in this 
newsletter for contact information and details. 
Nähdään syksyllä! See you in the Fall! 
 
See our recipe on page18! 
 
   Jenni Salmi 
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Suomi - Finland Room committee members again 
served at the Viking Days Finnish Hearth booth on the 
the Nordic Heritage Museum grounds on July 11 and 
12.  This year's selection of Finnish delicacies included 
not only the customary smoked salmon and Lappi 
cheese sandwiches, cookies and the sima beverage, but 
an added delicious dessert of rice pudding with 
lingonberry topping. 
Committee Chairman Sandy Lindquist Haug especially 
thanks Curtis Jacobs for all his organizing skills, Liisa 

Mannery for her sima brewing expertise, Chris Hansen 
for preparing the rice pudding, and all of the committee 
members who baked cookies and  volunteered for shifts 
at the Finnish Hearth booth.  
The Suomi - Finland Committee welcomes added 
members to maintain the proud Finnish heritage at the 
Nordic Heritage Museum.   Give your time and your 
talents by calling the museum's Volunteer Coordinator 
Christy Lake, 206 789 5707, extension 12.  
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31st ANNUAL FINNISH COMMUNITY BAZAAR IS SCHEDULED FOR NOVEMBER 7th 

The Finnish American Heritage Committee is again alerting the Finnish organizations to 
prepare for the Seattle Finnish Community Bazaar on Saturday, November 7.  Bazaar hours are 
from 10 a.m to 3 p.m. and the Nordic Heritage Museum auditorium site hours remain the same. 

Organizations will be contacted with a mailing early in September.  For further questions on 
participating or other details, contact Leo Utter at 206 365 5026.  
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Thursdays at the Finnish Lutheran Church in Seattle 

8504 13th Avenue NW 
Seattle, WA 98117 

September 17 – December 10 (12 classes) 
 

Classes offered: 
1) Beginners’ Finnish 7:00-8:30 pm (TBA) 
2) Intermediate Finnish 6:00-7:30 pm (Jenni Salmi) 
3) Reading and Conversation 7:30-9:00 pm (Jenni Salmi) 
 

 
NEW STUDENTS ARE WELCOME AT ALL LEVELS 

 

REGISTRATION FORM 
Minimum class size is 5 students and maximum 10 students per class. Registration is on first come first serve 
basis. Fall tuition is $104 and will be due upon registration. 

 
Student information 

 
________________________________________________________________ 

Name                                                         Email 
 

________________________________________________________________    
   Mailing address         City, zip 
 
________________________________________________________________ 
   Telephone                                                  Best time to call     
 

Beginner class    �    Intermediate class �     
 
Payment amount; tuition $ _______  Membership $ _______, TOT. $ ______       
Check # ______      Payment date _____ 

 
Return completed registration form and tuition payment (checks payable to FFSC) to your instructor on first day 
of class.  
To reserve yourself a place at a course or to find more information, please contact Jenni Salmi at 
jenni.salmi@gmail.com or (425) 283-8870 (September onward). 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
Are you an FFSC member yet? 
Membership is by the calendar year, so join now for 2009! 
 
Single $20/yr  Couple/Family $25/yr  Supporting $50/yr 
Senior $15/yr  Senior Couple $20/yr   Lifetime $300 
** Dues and donations are tax deductible.�
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