
 

 

 

WINTER WAR IN THE NAPOLEONIC TIMES 
 

 

Skis have been used long before the Napoleonic times, and in Sweden there is a famous competition, called Vasaloppet, which is supposed 

to replay the flight of (the soon to be King) Gustav Vasa from the province of Dalarna, pursued by the (then de facto Danish king and his) 

Danish forces (Sweden was a Danish province). This is a ski competition, although today with proper (sorry, modern) skis.  

 

As I said before, skis were different by those times: they were of two different sizes, the small one was covered by reindeer skin and 

placed with the hair tilted back, so that they would glide easily when moving forwards but grip the ground and give a resistance backwards 

when you needed traction power. The other ski (the long one) was waxed, so that it would glide easily in any direction. The skier would 

lean mostly on that long ski when moving passively downslope but use the short one to move uphill, for example. Only one stick was used, 

more for balance than traction. These skis were effective but, unlike modern ones, you used your body asymmetrically and you probably 

would not become an Adonis with it.   

 

I have plenty of pictures taken in the museums I refer, but pictures taken with a glass screen in front are often too bad to reproduce. 

Fortunately, all those museums have guidebooks with most of the items in stunning pictures, so I looked up on the books for better 

pictures. 

 

I failed to find the picture with Russian peasants on skis attacking the French in 1812. There is in Google Library a good book in English on 

the War on Finland 1808 written by a contemporaneous Russian general that refers to Finns scouting and attacking their troops in winter 

with skis, IIRC (Narrative of the Conquest of Finland by the Russians, edited by Monteith, the general has remained incognito).  

  

 

 
Skis and ski-stick employed by the ski detachment of the Värmlands Regiment during the War of 1808-1809  

(Livruskammaren publication, Stockholm) 

 

 

 

 



 



 

 

 

And from the book Krigsårene 1807-1814, Per Erik Rastad from kongsvinger museum in Norway, you can see 

some illustrations of those soldiers. They were used as scouts, partisans and they were partly irregular, part 

elite soldiers. In the summer they were used more like common light troops, as skirmishers, riflemen and the 

like.  

 

 

 

 
 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A 

 

 

 

 



And a fairly good picture of the original uniform of Norwegian jägare troops, taken at Kongsvinger  

 

 
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Kongsvingen museum, Norway. Artillery on skis 

 

 

  
 

 



 
 

These guns could be pulled from both front or rear. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



At Moscow museum, the sledge claimed ot be the one Napoleon used in the campaign when he left the army, 

often shown in pictures 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 



And from Moscow too, snow shoes, but I can’t vouch for the exact time. It was displayed in the Napoleonic 

section, though. 

 

 
 

In any case, snow shoes, much like the modern ones were used far back in times, as well as studs screwed on 

horses’ shoes to avoid the horses slipping in ice. I think it is de Ségur in La campagne de la Russie that 

complains that the (French) horses weren’t equipped with it when they started the retreat and caused many a 

horse lost in accidents, while they were completely incapable to draught the artillery. So, the French knew the 

practice well.  

 

I hope this all helps, and I’m sorry if it is presented in bits and pieces, but this is what I could get in my library in 

the time I could spare. It does, however, reverberates what I said and does give some references. More of it, 

like how the skis were used or horseshoes with studs you either have to ask me for copies and learn Swedish, 

French and Russian to read it yourself or just believe that I translated it for you correctly.  

 

Regards 

 

George Falco de Mats 

(falcodemas@telia.com) 




