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Abstract 
This article seeks to demonstrate how Finnish refugee children experienced living in 
Swedish refugee camps during the Second World War (1939–1945). The study focus-
es on children’s opinions and experiences reflected through adulthood. The data were 
collected through retrospective interviews with six adults who experienced wartime as 
children in Finland and were evacuated to Sweden as refugees. Five of the interview-
ees were female and one of them was male. The study shows, it was of decisive im-
portance to the refugee children’s well-being to have reliable adults around them dur-
ing the evacuation and at the camps. The findings demonstrate that careful planning 
made a significant difference to the children´s adaptations to refugee camp life. The 
daily routines at the camp, such as regular meals, play time and camp school, reflected 
life at home and helped the children to continue their lives, even under challenging 
circumstances.    
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Introduction 

Millions of refugee children are being displaced with their families worldwide; 
in addition, the number of refugee children without families is extremely high 
(UNHCR, 2012: 2-3). In 2011, the number of unaccompanied children in the 
world seeking asylum was 17,700, primarily in European countries. (Heikkilä, 
2013). Earlier studies have emphasised that these children were likely to have 
experienced or witnessed war first-hand; the experiences of these refugee 
children have resulted in mental health problems, such as depression and 
post-traumatic stress disorder (Almqvist & Broberg, 1999; Almqvist & Bran-
dell-Forsberg, 1997; Fazel & Stein, 2002; Fazel & Stein, 2003; Nielsen et al., 
2008). The previous literature has noted that it is difficult for refugee children 
to leave their families and familiar neighbourhoods. War leaves scars on the 
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people who live through it, and the memories of war almost always cause 
emotional, physical and economic insecurities (Jensen & Shaw, 1993; Loughry 
& Eyber, 2003). Studies have offered ideas for easing the lives of the children 
who have experienced war (for example, Betancourt & Khan, 2008), including 
several researchers who have emphasised a holistic approach that includes 
reuniting children with their biological families as soon as possible (Ehntholt 
& Yule, 2006; Mikkonen, 2013; Sapir, 1993). Children who are separated from 
their families are emotionally vulnerable and face serious problems, according 
to Harding and Looney (1977).  

In this article, I direct my attention to the past (see Martiniello & Rath, 
2010). I focus on the memories of children, who lived during war time and 
were evacuated to another country, as their memories may be a necessary ad-
dition to the research field. Chatty, Crivello and Hundt (2005) note that sub-
stantial recent research has focused on adults in this context and that there is a 
growing need to incorporate children into this process. The interviewees of 
this article were children during the war but are reflecting on their memories 
as adults.  

Finland fought against the Soviet Union in the Winter War from Novem-
ber 30, 1939 until March 13, 1940. Then, the Continuation War began – in 
which Finland was allied with Germany – which lasted from June 25, 1941 
until September 19, 1944. The Soviet Union won the Continuation War. The 
threat that the Soviet Union would attack Finland again was real, and the 
Finnish government began negotiations with Sweden regarding the evacuation 
of the people of Lapland province. Then, the situation changed, Finland and 
the Soviet Union made peace and the Finns were forced to drive the German 
troops out of Finland as soon as possible as part of the peace negotiations. 
The evacuations had already begun when the Finns and Soviets made peace, 
and Lapland was turned into a battlefield between Finnish and German 
troops (Kulju, 2013: 37). A third war, the Lapland War, began, which lasted 
from the autumn of 1944 until the summer of 1945. At that time, the popula-
tion of Lapland province was almost entirely evacuated to southern Finland 
or to Sweden. Approximately 100,000 people and thousands of heads of cattle 
were evacuated to Sweden. Most of the evacuees were children.  The children 
who were evacuated may not have actually experienced war, but they certainly 
felt its presence (Paksuniemi 2014: 52-54). 

 

Research Questions, Method and Data 

The purpose of this article is to answer the following questions: (1) What 
types of memories do refugee children have? and (2) What should be consid-
ered when receiving refugee children?  

Earlier studies on refugee children employ the methodology of interview-
ing children (Heptinstall et al, 2004; Hjern et al., 1991; Hjern & Angel, 2000; 
Lustig et al., 2004), but retrospective interviewing is not commonly used. 



REFUGEE CHILDREN IN CAMPS  

© migration letters 

30 

However retrospective interviews may reveal information about children’s 
perceptions of refugee life and will thus be used in this study. This article’s 
data were gathered from retrospective interviews with six former refugee chil-
dren. Five of them were female: Anna-Liisa, Anni, Aune, Helmi, Kaarina and 
one of them, Oskari, was a male. They were from small villages of Lapland 
province and were 6 to 11 years of age during wartime. An interesting fact 
was that even though that the interviewees were adults their memories were 
memories of childhood. For instance they didn´t remember the dates or 
months but they remembered the time of the year. They used frames like: 
“during the winter” for example. 

Using an open method, all participants were interviewed about the same 
main themes: evacuation, living in the refugee camp, and what helped them 
adapt to camp life. The adults interviewed stayed in different Swedish camps 
for approximately six to eleven months when they were children. The retro-
spective interviews are interpretations of childhood experiences, in which 
adults revisit and share their memories of events that occurred 70 years ago. 
Memories may change over time, and the researcher’s responsibility is to tri-
angulate the interviews with other research data. However, as memories are 
very personal they may vary a great deal (for example Fingerroos et al., 2006; 
Gill et al., 2008; Neath 1998; Silverman 2005; Smith et al., 2003; Stewart et al., 
2008). Conversely, when an adult reflects upon childhood memories, these 
memories may also acquire a deeper meaning retrospectively (cf. Lev-Wiesel 
& Amir, 2000).  

The interviews were transcribed and analysed, and the results are presented 
with relevant quotes. The data are discussed together with selected studies of 
child refugees. This combination increases the reliability of the study and of-
fers a wider perspective on the topic (see Lev-Wiesel & Amir, 2003; Smith et 
al., 2003).     

 

Findings  

Arriving at the Refugee Camp 

The children of Lapland province were evacuated to Sweden with their fami-
lies, i.e., their mothers, siblings, and grandparents. Fathers and older sons had 
either died in the war or were at battle in the army. The aim was to evacuate 
one village at a time so inhabitants from the same area could stay together. All 
interviewees remembered that objective precisely.  For example, Oskari ex-
plained, “My family and the people from my home village were all transported to Sweden 
together.” Anni reminisced: “It was autumn and it was raining. The people from the 
village were gathered together into two houses. We were waiting for lorries. There were a lot 
of people. The situation was uncertain.” The journey lasted several days. The evacu-
ees were mostly transferred to Sweden in lorries and trains. It was cold, the 
vehicles were crowded, and the children were hungry, but they were mostly 
afraid of losing their mothers during the evacuation (e.g., Anni, Aune and 
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Helmi). All the interviewees travelled with their families, but they were told 
about children who got separated from their families and had to make the 
journey alone.   

The Swedish government and charitable organisations provided the chil-
dren with clothes, which significantly helped the refugees. The clothes pack-
age included indoor and outdoor clothing and items related to personal hy-
giene. Outdoor clothing was extremely important for the children because the 
evacuation lasted the entire winter and the weather conditions could be harsh. 
Anna-Liisa described their minimal belongings: “We could take what we could 
carry; it wasn´t much. I remember that I was really sad to leave my doll called Asta at 
home.”   

The refugees were also given medical care to improve their health and pre-
vent the spreading of infectious diseases (see Hafeetz et al., 2004). Anni was ill 
and had to spend some time at the hospital without her family, which she said 
had affected her self-esteem through adulthood. She reminisced: “They took me 
into a hospital for some reason, I don´t know why. And I was crying. They told me that 
someone was going to collect me but no one even came to see me. The feeling of rejection has 
affected me until today.” According to research, parental separation can be a 
traumatic experience for children and weaken their self-confidence (for exam-
ple, Bowlby et al., 1956; Lupton & Barclay, 1997.) The other interviewees 
(Anna-Liisa, Aune, Helmi, Kaarina and Oskari) were healthy and did not re-
quire special health care. 

After spending a few days at the first camp, the refugees were transferred 
to temporary transition camps where they remained for 14 days while they 
were registered. After this stopover, they were transferred to permanent 
camps, where they spent their remaining time during the evacuation. All inter-
viewees experienced these transitions as stressful and exhausting. When they 
were asked to describe the circumstances at the refugee camps, the interview-
ees mainly remembered that it was at first chaotic moving from camp to camp 
and that there were many people living in small spaces. For example, Aune 
said, “In Sweden, there were huge barracks where we lived in a room with a lot of people.” 
The children did not know that they were transported to another country. 
Other adults from the same village cared for the children who were separated 
from their families. After settling at the final camp and establishing daily rou-
tines, the children adjusted to camp life, as Helmi explained: “I think it was all 
right to live in the camp, and everybody treated me well.”  

 

Refugee Camp Life 

The children arrived from Finland, a country that had been at war for five 
years. Although food had been regulated and children were used to having 
little of it, many children were still hungry. All interviewees mentioned that 
the refugee camps guaranteed regular daily meals (see Rautio et al., 2004). 
Some refugee women helped in the kitchen (Paksuniemi, 2013). The meal was 
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frequently soup, as Kaarina remembered: “The tables were so long, and there were a 
lot of people eating! We often had soup.” The Swedish refugee camp workers tried 
to consider the refugees’ wishes about meals; Swedish food was strange for 
the Finns in some ways, and it was sweeter than what they were used to (Rau-
tio et al., 2004: 121-123). According to the interviewees, the children did not 
mind the food’s sweetness; on the contrary, they liked it (Anna-Liisa, Anni, 
Aune, Helmi, Kaarina and Oskari). “The food was so good!” remembered Helmi.   

Relatively quickly, adult refugees asked if it was possible for them to or-
ganise some type of school in order to restore the children´s daily routines 
and give structure to their living in exile as well as to keep them from disturb-
ing the adults while they were performing their daily camp activities (see Pak-
suniemi 2013: 69-70; Rautio et al., 2004: 147-148). At age seven, children 
begin compulsory education in Finland. All interviewees remembered that 
school was held in a variety of buildings, such as barracks, houses or even 
churches – any empty space. Kaarina recalled, “I remember long tables and chairs. 
One evacuated person was our teacher who taught us there. The material which was used 
was simple; we had some notebooks and textbooks.” Helmi reminisced: “We had a 
school in a chapel. There were many children, more than 30 and one teacher. It felt like a 
real school.” Luckily, teachers were also evacuated, so the refugee children were 
able to have Finnish-speaking teachers. Although the Finnish government 
attempted to send textbooks and other teaching material to camps, transpor-
tation was slow, and materials were scarce in Finland. The children shared 
textbooks and obtained learning materials from wherever possible. For exam-
ple, children took yarn out of old unused mattresses to use for knitting. There 
were many children in the refugee camps, and class sizes were relatively large 
– approximately 45 children per class (see Paksuniemi 2014, 70; Rautio et al., 
2004: 84-84). By the end of 1945, 106 schools were functioning at the refugee 
camps, which showed that providing education was extremely effective under 
the circumstances.   

Some refugee camps also had kindergartens for children who were under 
seven years old. These kindergartens and schools freed parents to work inside 
or outside the camp area, which also meant that children could not spend 
time with their mothers. Luckily, grandparents were typically evacuated to the 
same camp, and children had reliable adults around them. Some were not so 
lucky; they got separated from their parents and had no relatives in the camps. 
These children looked to other adults for safety. The care and support from 
adults was important for the children that were separated from their parents. 
Because people from the same villages were evacuated to the same camps, 
children knew the people around them, which meant that depending on other 
adults who were not their parents was easier. Separation from family members 
can cause physical or / and mental health effects later in life (Kinzie et al., 
1986); therefore, caring adult support was important for these children.  

All the interviewees highlighted that one thing was very important to them 
during their stay in the refugee camps: playtime. Some children left their 
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homes in a hurry and could not bring toys with them; few family belongings 
at all were brought. Swedish charitable organisations gave toys to the children, 
making playtime possible. Playing distracted the children from thinking about 
the war and their surroundings in exile, and playing allowed them to cope with 
their pre-migration and exile-related experiences (see Pynoos et al., 1999). The 
toys which they shared with other children were carefully selected, and toys 
that might invoke negative memories from the war were forbidden (Pak-
suniemi et al., 2013; Paksuniemi 2014; Rautio et al., 2004).  

Although the children were taken care of, hundreds still died during the 
evacuation time.  For example in one of the refugee camps 99 children died, 
57 of them were under 3 years old. Some children also got born in the refugee 
camps: the beginning and the end of human life became known for the inter-
viewees. (see Paksuniemi 2014: 71.) 

 

Returning Home 

When the German troops left Finland during Spring 1945 Finnish evacu-
ees/refugees could start their way back home. At first, approximately 100 
people were transferred each day. During the summer months, approximately 
600 persons were moving back each day. The Swedish State helped the evacu-
ees at this time too; for example, they provided food and supplies, such as hay 
for cattle, to these displaced persons. Even after the war had ended, living 
conditions were difficult. Eighty to ninety per cent of the buildings, bridges, 
roads, and infrastructure in Lapland province were destroyed (Kulju 2013; 
Paksuniemi 2013; Rautio et al., 2004). 

The children were anxious to return home; for instance, Kaarina remem-
bered, “It was wonderful to go home!” However, most of the children soon under-
stood that they did not have homes to return to. The families lived in the 
buildings that were not destroyed – such as barns, saunas, and barracks—or 
they quickly built shelters in which they would stay during the reconstruction 
of their homes. For example, Oskari explained, “Everything was burnt. Our family 
lived with four other families in a one-room barrack while our new home was being built. It 
was quite a shock for me.” The interviewees said that losing their homes marked a 
significant turning point in their lives because childhood memories were tight-
ly bound up with their homes. Additionally, according to prior research, evac-
uated people and refugees who are unable to return to their homes are likely 
to feel rootless, including adults (for example, Ilonen, 2013).  

 

Discussion 

The refugee children did not know where they were being transported, and 
they changed camps several times, which exacerbated their feelings of dis-
placement and chaos. This article shows that well organised evacuations can 
provide solid bases for refugees who are forced to leave their homes and 
homelands. The families of Lapland were evacuated with minimal clothing 
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and were thus unprepared for the cold weather of winter. Finnish refugees felt 
greatly relieved to receive clothing and personal hygiene products in the Swe-
dish refugee camps.  

Being able to rely on adults was important to these children. The presence 
of significant adults increased their sense of security. Concurrently, these rela-
tionships between adults and children show a sense of solidarity because the 
adults extended their care by looking after both own and other people’s chil-
dren. It was also important that people from particular Finnish villages were 
evacuated to the same refugee camps. People knew one another, shared simi-
lar backgrounds and spoke the same language. This cohesiveness helped fos-
ter social relations in the camp community. It also helped in organising camp 
schools because teachers had been evacuated to the same camps as their stu-
dents (see Bowlby et al., 1956; Lupton & Barclay, 1997). 

Regular meals contributed to the refugees’ adaptation. Meals were daily 
highlights that ensured regular food intake and brought rhythm and structure 
to the day. Breakfast, lunch, supper and late night snack were also socially 
meaningful events that brought the camp residents together. Children found 
that playtime with toys was a good time to interact with other children and 
process their war- and exile-related experiences.  

Children’s daily routines in the refugee camps were similar to their daily 
routines at home, and this sense of coherence helped children adapt to their 
new life situation (see Antonovsky 1979; Sagy & Antonovsky 2000). Attend-
ing school was the main activity in the daily lives of these children. Although 
there were not enough textbooks for everyone, teachers and children shared 
and recycled materials. Thus, establishing schools was important to the young 
refugees.  

This study shows that helping refugee children adjust to camp conditions 
requires stability and coherence. First, children should be placed at their per-
manent refugee reception/camp location as quickly as possible. Effective re-
ception and placement procedures can avoid multiple transfers and may help 
children to get accustomed to their new “home” more quickly. Daily routines 
and rhythms should be restored to reflect life at home, as much as possible. 
These arrangements helped children to continue their lives, even under chal-
lenging circumstances. Without the everyday structures, children felt as 
though they were living amid chaos, which resulted in restlessness; the refugee 
camp adults noticed this restlessness and helped get schools started as a rem-
edy.  

Community spirit and caretaking occurred naturally as people knew one 
another and their backgrounds. According to prior research, it is important to 
determine what types of support are given to children in refugee camps and 
how this support is provided (for example, Paardekooper et al., 2003). Chil-
dren missed their homes during their time as refugees and were happy to re-
turn home as quickly as possible. Some fortunate children returned to their 
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homes, but unfortunately most returned to destroyed buildings, including 
their homes. Losing a home was a significant childhood occurrence, but chil-
dren were even happy just to return to their homeland and its familiar envi-
ronment. Thus, no matter how well the children adapted to living in Sweden, 
there was no place like home for them. 

Although refugee camps were chaotic at first, the children adjusted rela-
tively quickly to camp life. Establishing homelike circumstances and daily rou-
tines at refugee camps helped children adapt to their changed living condi-
tions.  

The contribution of this article is its unique focus on children's experienc-
es of being evacuated, living as refugees, and moving back to the home coun-
try; all from a historical perspective. The interviewees represent a special 
group of adults who had been refugees as children. In the interviews, adults 
described their childhood experiences, and these recollections represent a 
unique and rarely studied aspect of refugee studies. This research method 
provides a new perspective from which to study the experience of childhood 
during times of war.  

This research acknowledges the importance of organising evacuations and 
informing adults and children about the plans in advance. However, this kind 
of planned evacuation rarely is possible for most forced migration in war time. 
This study also demonstrates that careful planning made a significant differ-
ence in these refugees’ adaptation, along with shelter, medical and health ser-
vices, nutrition and well-organised daily routines, such as school and kinder-
garten. 
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