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Building Bridges of Trust: Child 
Transports from Finland to Sweden 
during the Second World War
Ann Nehlin
Historiska Institutionen, Stockholm University, Stockholm, Sweden

Seventy thousand children were moved to Sweden from Finland during the 
Second World War with the purpose of giving them a break from the calamities 
of war. Moving children for this reason was common practice in the Western 
world during the twentieth century. officially, the motives have always been 
humanitarian, but political motives have often played an important role — 
commonly, to foster suitable citizens within planned societies. Political goals 
were important in the moving of Finnish children, but in a different way. in this 
article, i suggest that the children were used as ‘commodities of compassion’ 
in a Swedish politics of indemnification.

KEYWORDS  Finnish  war  children,  child  transports,  child  removal  schemes, 
evacuations of children, politics of indemnification, commodities of compassion

Introduction

On 28 January 1940, in the midst of the Winter War in Finland, a Finnish mother wrote 
an anxious letter to Maja Sandler, chairwoman of the newly established committee 
Central Aid for Finland. The committee had been established in Sweden in December 
1939 to organise child transports from Finland to Sweden in order to give the children 
a break from the calamities of the war. The Finnish mother had sent her two children 
on one of the transports, but regretted her decision and pleaded to be reunited with 
them. Her children, being kept at an asylum in Sweden while waiting to be placed with 
a Swedish family, were two of the approximately 8000 children transported from Finland 
to Sweden during the winter of 1939/1940.1 Approximately 70,000 Finnish children 
were brought to Sweden during the Second World War, making this one of the largest 
inter-country transports of children in the Western world during the twentieth century. 

 1  Letter to Maja Sandler, 28 January 1940. E2a:17 Correspondences, Central Aid for Finland. The Swedish National 
Archives (SNA).
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There are no conclusive figures on how many children remained in Sweden after the 
wars, but it has been estimated that 7000 never returned to Finland.2

The Swedish initiative to bring the children over was met with hesitance and sometimes 
reluctance in Finland, but even so, the transports proceeded. This raises questions about 
what was at stake and why it was so important to carry out this endeavour despite doubts 
in Finland as to its necessity. This is particularly interesting since, while Finnish children 
were sought out to be brought to Sweden, the Swedish border was more or less closed to 
children from other adjacent countries besides the Nordic ones, such as Jewish children 
from Germany and Polish children.3 Smaller numbers of Jewish children were allowed 
entry into Sweden, but compared to the Finnish children these were very few. It can be 
argued that geography and language played a part in this, but linguistic barriers were 
equally difficult for the children from Finland as for those from Germany and Poland. 
The geographical distance from Sweden was also roughly the same. Evidently, other 
explanations need to be found for why Sweden chose to put so much focus on moving 
Finnish children (see Figure 1).

Although the transports of Finnish children to Sweden are an important part of 
Swedish wartime history, this has attracted very little scholarly interest in Sweden to 
date. In this article, I will demonstrate that the Finnish children were used as ‘commod-
ities of compassion’, meaning that they were attributed an important political role in 
establishing proximity between Sweden and Finland. Why this was so important, and 
what was at stake in this venture will also be discussed. The arguments for carrying 
out the transports will be pinpointed, and we will also see how they were manifested.

Child transports from Finland — part of an international 
phenomenon

To move children between, or within, countries was by no means unique to Finland–
Sweden during the Second World War, or for its time. Such schemes were undertaken 
throughout the twentieth century, explicitly motivated by both humanitarian and polit-
ical reasons. During wartime this was, more implicitly, a way to deal with the chang-
ing circumstances in society that the situation of war created. Officially, the intent of 
schemes to move children was always to protect them from the calamities of war; but 
often, raising them to be citizens who would fit in to the societies that were planned was 
also important. During the First World War, both Sweden and Denmark were involved 
in child removal schemes that had political connotations. Denmark moved children 
from Germany with the purpose of strengthening its relationship with those who had 

 2  Professor Aura Korppi-Tommola, ‘War and Children in Finland during the Second World War,’ Paedagogica 
Historica, 4 (2008), states that 15,000 Finnish children remained in Sweden, whereas Pertti Kavén claims that 
approximately 7000 children never returned. In a letter from the Relief Committee for the Children of Finland 
to the Swedish Aliens Commission in 1947, it is stated that 7000 children still remained in the country, but it was 
calculated that approximately 3000 of these children would remain permanently: Letter from the Relief Committee 
for the Children of Finland to the Swedish Aliens Commission, 22 May 1947, Swedish National Archives. However, 
this did not include the children who had been brought over to Sweden privately. The final figure on this is unclear.

 3  A. Nehlin, ‘Exporting Visions and Saving Children: The Swedish Save the Children Fund’ (Diss., Linköping: 
Linköpings universitet, 2009), 151–72. See also I. Lomfors, ‘Förlorad barndom — återvunnet liv: de judiska flyk-
tingbarnen från Nazityskland’ (Diss., Goteborg: Univ., 1996), 79–148. Lomfors discusses the reception of Jewish 
children in Sweden.
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a benevolent attitude towards Denmark, and to demonstrate that it was a better coun-
try to live in than Germany.4 Due to Swedish neutrality, also enforced during the First 
World War, the Swedish Government demanded that equal numbers of children from 
the Entente and Axis powers be offered a stay in Sweden, an ambition that was difficult 
to uphold in practice as only a fifth of the families offering to take a child into their 
homes would accept one from the Entente.5 Finland was also offered the opportunity 
to transport children to Sweden at this time, but declined since they considered it better 
for relief to be provided in Finland.6

During and around the Second World War, child removal schemes with underlying 
political goals can also be found in countries like Germany, Spain and Greece. In these 
countries, children were moved under the pretence that they were going to be protected 
from the war; but another important reason was to nurture them into suitable citizens 
in the societies that were planned. For this reason, German authorities encouraged 

 4  M. Janfelt, Stormakter i människokärlek: Svensk och dansk krigsbarnshjälp 1917–1924 (Åbo: Åbo Akademi, 
1998), 36.

 5  Janfelt, 57.
 6  Janfelt, 34.

FIGURE 1. Mother  and  child  at  the  station  in  June  1940.  Source:  The  Finnish  Defence  Forces 
Wartime Photograph Archive, www.Sa-kuva.fi.

http://www.Sa-kuva.fi
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parents to send their children to the countryside.7 In Spain, during its civil war, whole 
school classes were moved abroad by both Francoist and Republican authorities, also to 
be moulded into suitable citizens in planned societies.8 During the civil war in Greece, 
the situation was similar to that in Spain. Both sides of the conflict, the government 
and the communists, moved children from their homes with the purpose of ensuring 
that they receive a ‘politically correct’ upbringing.9 Common to these children was that 
they were caught up in a tug-of-war concerning political ideologies, and many of them 
would never be reunited with their families again.

In the kinder transports, in which Jewish children were moved to safety during the 
Second World War, politics of course also played an important role, albeit in a different 
way. For these children, the consequence of the enforced politics was that being moved 
away from their environment became a question of life and death. For these children, 
access to safe places was limited, and Sweden was no different from other countries in 
this matter. Jewish organisations had great difficulty obtaining permission for Jewish 
children to be allowed into the country.10 As we can see, child removal schemes during 
the twentieth century were by no means undertaken for purely humanitarian reasons; 
they were characterised by political motives as well.

As concerns the transports of the Finnish children to Sweden, political goals were 
a strong incentive behind the schemes as well, but in a different way. These children 
did not become caught in a tug-of-war of political ideologies; instead, they were used 
to counteract Finnish as well as international criticism directed towards the Swedish 
Government’s enforced position as a non-warfaring, neutral country. In this article, we 
will see that the Finnish children were used to create good relations between the two 
countries and to uphold Sweden’s image as a ‘good’ nation helping a neighbour in need. 
In other words, these children were used as ‘commodities of compassion’, building 
bridges of trust between Finland and Sweden.

Finnish historian Pertti Kavén claims that a need to comply with Swedish wishes was 
a major determining factor in the decision to send Finnish children to Sweden, despite 
the hesitance that existed in Finland.11 My scrutiny of the Swedish material supports 
this, but also demonstrates that the realisation of this venture was far more complex 
than Kavén suggests. The Swedish side of this needs to be further explored.

 7  M. Parsons, War Child: Children Caught in Conflict (Stroud: Tempus, 2008), 114–47. See also J. Hermand, A Hitler 
Youth in Poland: The Nazis’ Program for Evacuating Children during World War II (Evanston, IL: Northwestern 
University Press, 1997).

 8  M. Richards, ‘Ideology and the Psychology of War Children in Franco’s Spain, 1936–1945,’ in Children of  World 
War II: The Hidden Enemy Legacy, ed. by K. Ericsson and E. Simonsen (Oxford: Berg, 2005), 115–37; V. Sierra 
Blas, ‘Educating the Communists of the Future: Notes on the Educational Life of the Spanish Children Evacuated 
to the USSR During the Spanish Civil War,’ Paedagogica Historica 51 (2015), 496–519.

 9  L. M. Danforth and R. V. Boeschoten, Children of  the Greek Civil War: Refugees and the Politics of  Memory 
(Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2012), passim. See also, J. Damousi, ‘The Greek Civil War and Child 
Migration to Australia: Aileen Fitzpatrick and the Australian Council of International Social Service,’ Social 
History, 37.3 (2012), 297–313.

10  There are several studies dealing with the kinder transports and the children’s experiences of them. For instance: 
Vera K. Fast, Children's Exodus: A History of  the Kinder Transport (London: I.B. Tauris, 2011); J. Tydor and T. 
Baumel-Schwartzand, Never Look Back: The Jewish Refugee Children in Great Britain, 1938–1945 (West Lafayette, 
IN: Purdue University Press, 2012). Ingrid Lomfors gives a vivid account of the difficulties for Jewish children in 
obtaining permits to enter Sweden: Förlorad barndom återvunnet liv: De judiska flyktingbarnen från Nazityskland 
(Göteborg: Akademisk avhandling, Historiska institutionen, Göteborgs universitet, 1996), 257–73.

11  P. Kavén, Krigsbarnen: förväntningar och verklighet (Hangö, self published, 2012), passim.
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The child transports from Finland — the result of a crisis diplomacy?

There were multiple reasons for Sweden to focus on aiding Finland, and as part of this, 
bringing Finnish children to Sweden. To enable an understanding of this, it is necessary 
to give an account of the somewhat complicated political situation in Sweden during 
the war years.

During the interwar years, Nordic affinity had become increasingly important. Even 
if Finland had joined this fellowship later than other Nordic countries (in 1935), by the 
outbreak of the Winter War (30 November 1939), the country was definitely part of the 
Nordic community.12 Due to this fellowship, the Soviet threat to Finland — already prior 
to the Winter War — posed a dilemma for the Swedish Government. During the autumn 
of 1939, Finnish Foreign Minister Eljas Erkko turned to the Swedish Government on 
several occasions, asking if military support from Sweden could be expected in the event 
of war. These requests were always declined, as the Swedish Government had proclaimed 
that the country would not take part, or choose sides, in any armed conflicts that took 
place.13Even so, when Finland was attacked the situation became complicated for the 
Swedish Government. If Sweden, after all, decided to support Finland with military 
arms, its proclamation to remain a non-warfaring country would be in jeopardy and the 
country would lose its credibility. On the other hand, if the Swedish Government chose 
not to provide Finland with military support, not only did it run the risk of obtaining 
an unwanted next-door neighbour, the Soviet Union, its relationship with Finland could 
also be damaged. Within the Swedish Government, opinions on how to deal with the 
situation differed and created severe disagreements. As a result of these disagreements, 
the Foreign Minister at the time, Rickard Sandler (husband of Maja Sandler), resigned 
and a coalition government was established. This did not make matters easier. The 
Conservatives wanted Sweden to actively support Finland, while other cabinet members 
disagreed as they considered this to be an indirect way of supporting Germany.14

The situation was precarious, to say the least, and a middle ground needed to be 
found. Sweden needed to find a way to support Finland without jeopardising its position 
as a non-warfaring country. As a result, a huge mobilisation for Finland started and all 
imaginable kinds of humanitarian and material relief were directed towards Finland, 
with the exception of military arms. Members of the general public from all social strata, 
NGOs, churches, newspapers, etc., closed ranks in an effort to support Finland.15 One 
part of this support was the transportation of the children.

Nordic affinity turned out to be difficult to uphold during the war. Something that fur-
ther complicated the situation was that after the occupation of Norway and Denmark, 
Germany gave the Swedish Government an ultimatum: no support to these countries 
was to be offered; otherwise, Sweden would also be attacked.16 The Swedish Government 
was shaken. When questions were raised about including Norway and Denmark in the 
mobilisation of relief that was undertaken for Finland, the Swedish Prime Minister 

12  K. Killinen, ‘Den nordiska neutralitetslinjen,’ in Finlands utrikespolitik 1809–1966, ed. by I. Hakaletho (Stockholm: 
Bokförlaget Prisma, 1968), 87.

13  W. M. Carlgren, Svensk utrikespolitik 1939–1945 (Stockholm: Allmänna förl., 1973), 36–53.
14  Alf W. Johansson, Per Albin och Kriget (Stockholm: Tiden, 1985), 214–19.
15  E. Carlquist, ‘Solidaritet på prov: finlandshjälp under vinterkriget’ (Diss. Stockholm: Univ., 1971), 12–27.
16  Sverker Oredsson, Svensk rädsla: offentlig fruktan i Sverige under 1900-talets första hälft (Lund: Nordic Academic 

Press, 2001), 232.
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immediately said no.17 Until 1942, the Swedish Government feared a German attack far 
more than it was concerned over the possibility of having the Soviet Union as a next-
door neighbour. However, towards the year shift 1942–1943, after the German losses in 
Stalingrad, the Swedish Government’s fear of a German attack started to fade.18

When Finland fought side-by-side with Germany during the Continuation War, the 
situation again became complicated. Supporting Finland by all means possible was no 
longer a given. Amongst the Swedish public, opinion was divided regarding how to sup-
port Finland because of this liaison. But even if the intensity of the Swedish support to 
Finland had lessened, the child transports continued throughout the Continuation War.

By the summer of 1944, the tables had definitely turned, and the Swedish Government 
no longer feared a German invasion. This fear was now directed towards the develop-
ment of the war in Finland. When the Soviet army launched a powerful attack on the 
Karelian Isthmus in early June 1944, a concern that Finland would be engulfed by the 
Soviet Union was at the centre of attention within the Swedish Government. Swedish 
politicians embarked on a mission as peace negotiators between Finland and the Soviet 
Union. The reality of having the Soviet Union as a next-door neighbour was too close 
for comfort, and had to be averted even if it meant huge losses for Finland. The head of 
the political section at the Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Erik Boheman, became a 
peace negotiator. On 3 September 1944, a peace agreement was reached between Finland 
and the Soviet Union.19 However, the conditions were harsh for Finland: not only had 
the country lost approximately 94,000 soldiers and 2000 civilians, the Finns also had to 
give up large areas of land, amongst them the Karelian Isthmus.20

In Finland, the bitterness towards Sweden for not having supported the country sur-
faced already during the Winter War, and remained throughout the various wars the 
country was involved in. A Swedish politics of indemnification was enforced in an 
attempt to counteract this and maintain good relations with Finland. Sweden tried 
to compensate the country for the lack of military support by offering material and 
humanitarian aid in abundance. Even if this was not the kind of support Finland desired 
the most, it was needed; and for this reason, Finnish authorities tried to suppress crit-
icism of Sweden. However, as will be seen, this was not always successful. Part of this 
compensation scheme was the transportation of the children.

The carrying out of the transports

The child transports from Finland to Sweden started only a couple of weeks after the 
outbreak of the Winter War in December 1939, and the children came in different waves 
during the war years, depending on the development of the fighting in Finland. Some 
children made the journey back and forth between the two countries several times, 
while others remained in Sweden throughout all the war years. In Sweden, two commit-
tees were established to carry out the transports: Central Aid for Finland, established 
almost immediately after the Winter War had erupted in early December 1939, and the 

17  Oredsson, 233–4.
18  Oredsson, 241.
19  Oredsson, 244.
20  P. Tuunainen, ‘The Finnish Army at War: Operations and Soldiers, 1939–1945,’ in Finland in World War II: History, 

Memory, Interpretations, ed. by T. Kinnunen and V. Kivimäki (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 172.
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Committee for Finnish Summer Children, established in May 1941. The latter changed 
its name to the Relief Committee for the Children of Finland in December 1941 and was 
run by private actors, while the former was nationalised almost immediately. Towards 
the end of the wars, the Swedish Board of Civil Defence became in charge of the trans-
ports. Although the responsibility for the transports oscillated between being a private 
and government venture, no transports were ever conducted without the support and 
permission of the Swedish Government (see Figure 2).

Transporting and accommodating such a vast number of children was naturally a 
huge undertaking for a small country like Sweden. To provide homes for all these chil-
dren, appeals were made both in the press and on the radio, asking Swedish families to 
host a Finnish child. Most children were transported to Sweden via the north part of 
the country by train, or via the Gulf of Bothnia by boat. The journeys were sometimes 
arduous and were at times even considered by some to be more dangerous than allowing 
the children to remain in Finland.

FIGURE 2. Small children packed into trains, 1944. Source: The Finnish Defence Forces Wartime 
Photograph Archive, www.Sa-kuva.fi.

http://www.Sa-kuva.fi
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When the Winter War was over, in mid-March 1940, Central Aid for Finland was 
dissolved by the Swedish Government since its work was no longer considered neces-
sary. By June 1940, most of the children had returned to Finland. Support to Finland 
was still considered necessary, but not specifically involving the children. The Swedish 
Government established another committee, National Aid for Finland, which assumed 
the overall responsibility for gathering funds for and providing aid to Finland.21

The child transports were considered a success, and during the spring of 1941, talks 
began concerning bringing children to Sweden for the summer. A new committee, The 
Committee for Finnish Summer Children, was established, also this time at private initia-
tive. Two members from Central Aid for Finland (lawyer Lars Östberg and Chairwoman 
of the Swedish Save the Children Fund, Margit Levinson) joined the new committee. 
Attending the meeting where the decision was made to invite the children to Sweden 
were representatives from different Swedish authorities such as the Department of Social 
Affairs, the Board of the Swedish Railways, the Swedish National Food Commission and 
several Swedish NGOs. The meeting was held at the office of the County Governor of 
Stockholm, who gave this project his moral support. The meeting resulted in a decision 
to forward an invitation to Finland to send its children to Sweden for a stay over the 
summer.22

In June 1941, the transports of Finnish children started again, with a plan to bring 
over approximately 2000 children for the summer. However, a short while after the 
transports started, the situation in Finland changed and the Continuation War began. 
For many of the children who had been brought to Sweden for the summer, this meant 
they would not return to Finland for a long time. Many would also be sent back and 
forth between the two countries several times.

Due to the changed circumstances in Finland, the newly established committee decided 
to try to bring over even more children. An invitation was forwarded to the Finnish 
Minister of Social Affairs, Karl-August Fagerholm, who gratefully accepted the offer. 
However, the Committee for Finnish Summer Children had acted too hastily and the 
government-established National Committee for Finland, via a communiqué, stopped 
the venture. No more child transports would be carried out. The reasons for this were 
several: in Finland there was disagreement as to its necessity, and the transports were 
considered more dangerous than allowing the children to remain in the country. The 
already overloaded trains and boats were also needed for the Finnish army.23

The Committee for Finnish Summer Children was persistent, however, and claimed 
that it had received requests from Finland to bring more children to Sweden. The 
National Committee for Finland changed its mind, and the transports resumed in the 
autumn of 1941 (see Figure 3).24

As pointed out, supporting Finland at this time was even more complicated for the 
Swedish Government. This was because by this time Finland was fighting side-by-side 
with Germany to defeat their common enemy, the Soviet Union. Because of this liaison, 
the Allies were now were at war with Finland. The Swedish Government again had to 

21  Minutes of board meeting, 20 March 1940. Central Aid for Finland. SNA.
22  Minutes of board meeting, 9 May 1941. The Committee for Finnish Summer Children, SNA.
23  Minutes of board meeting, 2 September 1941, between the Committee for Finnish Summer Children and the 

Swedish Prison Board, The archives of the Relief Committee for the Children of Finland, SNA.
24  Minutes of board meeting, 30 December 1941, The Committee for Finnish Summer Children, SNA.
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FIGURE 3. A young girl holds a smaller child’s hand on the station platform. Source: The Finnish 
Defence Forces Wartime Photograph Archive, www.Sa-kuva.fi.

http://www.Sa-kuva.fi
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be careful not to damage Sweden’s credibility as a non-warfaring country. It did con-
tinue to support Finland, but this was toned down and was not given the same official 
attention as during the Winter War. Even if the general relief to Finland was not on the 
same scale as during the Winter War, the transports of children did not decrease; on 
the contrary, they escalated — during the Continuation War, more than 40,000 children 
would be transported to Sweden.

The last wave of transports was carried out in the autumn and winter of 1944/1945. 
The Lapland War had broken out in Finland, but this time the Finns ended their liaison 
with Germany and turned against their former associate. The Soviet Union demanded 
that Finland push the Germans out of the country if a ceasefire was to be possible.25 
Simultaneously, the Finnish Government asked the Swedish Government to accept 
another 10,000 children. This was the first time a request to send such a large number 
of children was forwarded from Finland rather than, as with the previous transports, 
being initiated from Sweden. Finnish authorities asked that these transports be con-
ducted quietly and not be made known to the press or general public, and the Swedish 
Government agreed. The Swedish Government again took charge of the transports. 
This time the arrangements were allocated to the Swedish Civil Board of Defence, but 
with the support of the Relief Committee for the Children of Finland.26 Evidently, the 
Swedish Government considered it important to continue the transports.

April 1945 saw a ceasefire, and a couple of months after the armistice, the repatriation 
of the Finnish children began. The venture again turned private, and the task of moving 
the children back to Finland was assigned to the Relief Committee for the Children of 
Finland. However, the Swedish Government again offered its support and allocated a 
substantial amount of money to enable the children’s repatriation.27

Determining how to support Finland during the wars it was involved in was thus 
not an easy task for the Swedish Government. Remaining a non-warfaring country and 
not overstepping the boundaries this entailed were important, at the same time as it 
was important to honour Nordic affinity. The Swedish Government did not want to be 
regarded as siding with Finland in the conflicts the country was involved in, but still 
needed to provide support. Part of the solution to this problem became bringing Finnish 
children to Sweden. This solution was not met entirely enthusiastically in Finland, but 
was nevertheless accepted. For Sweden, it was an act of compassion that posed no 
threat to the position the Swedish Government was trying to uphold. The Swedish 
Government’s support of this venture undoubtedly contributed not only to the insti-
gation of this enterprise, but also to the escalation of the transports. Next, we will see 
how this was conducted and the impact the government involvement had.

The government involvement

A factor that was decisive in carrying out the transports of Finnish children was gov-
ernment involvement. Many of the actors involved in this had close connections in 

25  P. Tuunainen, ‘The Finnish Army at War: Operations and Soldiers, 1939–1945,’ in ed. by Kinnunen and Kivimäki, 
169–71.

26  P. M. concerning quarantine centres for Finnish children. FIX:3, 1944–1946. The Swedish Board of Civil Defence. 
Minutes of meeting, 10 February 1944, The Relief Committee for the Children of Finland, SNA.

27  Register to the Swedish Parliament Protocols with appendages. 1941–1950. Proposition 163, 1947, 284.
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government and/or belonged to the government circle. This, together with the fact that 
they held prominent positions in Swedish society as representatives of authorities or 
NGOs, gave the project credibility. The initiator of the transports, Maja Sandler, was 
married to Rickard Sandler, by then the former Foreign Minister. Although her hus-
band had resigned from the government, he was still a member of parliament; thus, the 
Sandler’s were well established in the innermost government circles. Rickard Sandler 
had not only been Foreign Minister but had also previously been Prime Minister and 
held several other positions within government.28 The first person to join Maja Sandler 
in her project was Dr. of Archaeology Hanna Rydh. Rydh was very successful in her 
field, and had made her research known both nationally and internationally. She was 
also chairwoman of the Swedish women’s organisation the Fredrika Bremer Association, 
and the International Alliance of Women. Her deceased husband had been a County 
Governor, which had also established her in government circles.29 The third person to 
join was Margit Levinson, who at the time of the establishment of Central Aid for 
Finland had just attained the position of chairwoman of the Swedish Save the Children 
Fund. This organisation would expand hugely under her leadership during the war 
years.30 Her husband, Karl Levinson, was also a member of the innermost circle of the 
government, serving as a cabinet minister and legal-administrative expert. As such, he 
played an important role in internal government work.31

When the committee was nationalised, the overall responsibility for its work was 
handed over to envoy Einar Ekstrand, who was appointed leader of the organisation, and 
Major Ernst Killander, who was appointed second vice-chairman. Lawyer Lars Östberg 
played an important role as secretary of the board. Although the overall responsibility 
was partly handed over to these men, the three women who had initiated the transports 
maintained their positions within the committee: Maja Sandler as chairwoman, Hanna 
Rydh as second chairwoman and Margit Levinson as member of the board.32 These 
women also constituted the driving force behind the scheme. Their positions and net-
works in Swedish society, as well as their close connections in government, played an 
important part in the quick foothold this venture gained.

When the Committee for Finnish Summer Children was established in the spring 
of 1941 to yet again bring Finnish children to Sweden, as pointed out, only two of the 
board members from the previous committee joined: Margit Levinson and lawyer Lars 
Östberg. The chairman of this new committee was the head of the Swedish Prison Board 
and Liberal Party politician, Hardy Göransson.33 This committee was also established 
at private initiative, but this time it was not nationalised; however, the closeness to the 
Swedish Government remained, and as we have seen, representatives of authorities and 
NGOs supported its establishment. The committee’s work would go far beyond what 
it had initially been established to do. The initial plan was to bring approximately 2000 
children to Sweden to stay over the summer of 1941, but due to the development of the 
war in Finland it would ultimately involve the transportation of roughly 40,000 children.

28  Rickard Sandler, <http://www.ne.se/rickard-sandler>, Nationalencyklopedin [accessed August 5, 2014].
29  Hanna Rydh, <http://www.ne.se/hanna-rydh>, Nationalencyklopedin [accessed August 1, 2014].
30  Margit Levinson <http://www.ne.se/margit-levinson>, Nationalencyklopedin [accessed August 5, 2014].
31  Karl Levinson, <http://www.ne.se/karl-levinson>, Nationalencyklopedin [accessed August 1, 2014].
32  Carlquist, 16–21.
33  Hardy Göransson, Nationalencyklopedin <http://www.ne.se/hardy-göransson> [accessed August 1, 2014].
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When the Lapland War broke out in September 1944, the Relief Committee for the 
Children of Finland (previously the Committee for Finnish Summer Children) was no 
longer able to carry out the transports. The Swedish Women’s Defence Organisation 
had been in charge of most of the practical arrangements involving the transports, but 
due to a schism between the two organisations, the latter withdrew altogether, which 
halted the transports; without their support, it was not possible for the Relief Committee 
for the Children of Finland to conduct them. In April 1945, there was a ceasefire, and 
a repatriation of the children started. By this time, approximately 70,000 children had 
been transported to and from Sweden during 1939–1945.

The backing of the Swedish Government gave the project credibility, and simplified 
the decision-making processes behind the scheme, which was important for this venture 
to take off and expand. The actors involved had close connections in government and/
or represented various authorities and influential NGOs. For instance, Maja Sandler 
turned directly to Minister of Social Affairs Gustav Möller when the first committee, 
Central Aid for Finland, needed financial and moral support for its planned activities. 
This request was granted almost immediately, and a substantial amount of money was 
allocated for the transports.34 When the Committee for Finnish Summer Children was 
established in spring 1941, as we have seen, it awoke great interest amongst representa-
tives of various authorities and NGOs in Sweden.

From autumn 1941 until March 1942, more than 10,000 children were moved to 
Sweden. The members of the Relief Committee for the Children of Finland did not 
consider this to be enough, however, and committee chairman Hardy Göransson asked 
the Swedish National Food Commission if it had any objections to even more children 
being transported to Sweden. (As in many other countries, there was food rationing, 
and the National Food Commission needed to give its approval before more children 
could be permitted entry into the country.) The Commission had no objections, so the 
transports continued.35 At the same time, member of the cabinet council and Minister 
of National Economy Axel Gjöres and Swedish Foreign Minister Christian Günther 
expressed a desire that the transports continue and expand.36 With this, the government 
had given its all-clear and support for a prolongation of the child transports. Without 
this support, it is unlikely that this enterprise would have been possible to carry out on 
this scale.

The non-urgent child removal?

Two particular circumstances make it puzzling to understand how and why the child 
transports came about. The first is their timing. Moving children to serene places in 
times of war is of course an understandable and logical measure. At the outbreaks of the 
Winter War, the Continuation War and the Lapland War, this was indeed what happened 
in Finland. However, for a long period of time, the actions of war were not fierce and 
parts of Finland were considered safe. Even so, many children were moved to Sweden.

The Winter War in Finland, lasting from 30 November 1939 to mid-March 1940, 
erupted due to an attack by the Soviet Union. Fourteen Finnish cities were bombed, 

34  Carlquist, 21–3.
35  Minutes of board meeting, 18 March 1942, The Relief Committee for the Children of Finland, SNA.
36  Minutes of board meeting, 18 March 1942, The Relief Committee for the Children of Finland, SNA.
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amongst them the country’s capital, Helsinki.37 The main targets in this war were the 
Finnish cities, whereas the countryside was more or less untouched. While it was of 
course impossible to know this beforehand, this meant that safe places to protect civilians 
were to be found in Finland during the Winter War. This war lasted only three-and-a-half 
months, and fast decisions had to be made regarding how to protect citizens, amongst 
them the children. There was little time for reflection, and Sweden’s offer to shield some 
of the children from the calamities of war was one available option.

The second war Finland became involved in, the so-called Continuation War which 
started in June 1941, developed differently. The plan was that German troops would 
attack the Soviet Union via northern Finland, and Finnish troops would join them. 
However, the Soviet army’s focus was directed mainly at the Karelian Isthmus, which 
meant that in large parts of Finland no actions of war took place. The war lasted 
throughout the summer and autumn of 1941, but already in the autumn of 1941 this 
started slowing down and the so-called ‘stationary war’ began. In brief, this meant that 
defence stations were established by the Finnish army along the border to the Soviet 
Union for protection. During the ‘stationary’ period of the war, fighting occasionally 
flared up along the border, but apart from this no actions of war took place in Finland. 
During this period of intermission, many Finnish soldiers were able to take a long leave 
of absence to see their families. The Soviet army was busy elsewhere, which explains 
its disinterest in Finland.38 During this long intermission, however, the child transports 
continued, even though few actions of war actually took place.

The last war Finland was involved in started in September 1944, when the Soviet Union 
yet again attacked the country: the so-called Lapland War began. Fierce fighting began, 
but only took place in Finnish Lapland. This time, it became necessary to evacuate the 
bulk of the inhabitants of Lapland. At this time, approximately 100,000 people were 
evacuated. Half of these people came to the north of Sweden as refugees.39

During the Continuation War, the situation was different from what it had been at the 
outbreak of the Winter War. Actions of war slowed down quickly, and were concentrated 
to the Finnish border. At this time, there was no urgent need to move the children out 
of the country. It was also during this time that criticism of the transports surfaced in 
Finland. Next, we will see how this criticism was dealt with in Sweden.

The Finnish reluctance

The second circumstance that makes it puzzling to understand how and why the 
child transports came about was the Finnish reluctance towards, and criticism of, the 
transports.

The situation for civilians is of course always extremely difficult during times of war. 
Children are one of the most vulnerable groups needing protection, and in circumstances 
like war parents are forced to make decisions regarding how to best protect their children. 
During the three wars Finland was involved in, this is exactly what Finnish parents were 

37  Tuunainen, 144–5.
38  Tuunainen, 158–9.
39  Nationalencyklopedin, Lapplandskriget <http://www.ne.se/uppslagsverk/encyklopedi/> [accessed August 5, 2015]. 
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forced to do. The situation for many families was precarious, to say the least. Many 
fathers were drafted, and mothers were left to fend for their children alone. Persuasive 
voices from authorities and NGOs in both countries convincingly argued that sending 
children to Sweden was the best available option. Even so, reluctance and criticism were 
expressed regarding the transports, and this increased during the war years.

The first time reluctance towards the transports appears was in connection with the 
Winter War. In her memoirs, Maja Sandler describes the reception of the offer to bring 
children to Sweden as meeting ‘with reluctance since no-one in Finland had contem-
plated sending their children to Sweden’. However, according to Sandler, people began 
changing their minds when the bombings started.40 But since the invitations to send 
children to Sweden were forwarded only after the bombings had begun, some parents 
evidently continued to be hesitant despite this. Whatever the case, a couple of months 
after the Winter War had ended — more specifically, in May 1940 — Finnish Minister of 
Social Affairs Karl-August Fagerholm emphasised that the Finnish people felt enormous 
gratitude towards Sweden for its support during this War. He underlined that amongst 
the help from Sweden, the child transports were the most valuable and important con-
tribution. Thanks to their stay in Sweden, the children now had fond memories to bring 
back. According to Fagerholm, the most important outcome of the children’s stay in 
Sweden was the bonds created between the countries.41

Fagerholm was not the only one to point out how important Sweden’s contribution 
had been for Finland. A representative of the Finnish NGO Relief for the People of 
Finland, Professor A.K. Cajander, pointed out that Sweden had fearlessly risked its own 
safety for Finland. He emphasised the two countries’ long common history and close 
brotherhood, and also pointed out that the child transports had helped create long and 
lasting bonds between the countries.42 The child transports were considered to have 
been a success. This gesture of compassion by Sweden had brought the two countries 
closer together.

Opinions about whether Sweden had actually supported Finland as much as possi-
ble were divided, and the Finnish gratitude does not appear to have been as grand as 
Fagerholm and Cajander depicted. In a report from a journey they undertook in Finland 
after the Winter War ceasefire, Swedish Prince Wilhelm and Einar Ekstrand, represent-
ing the National Committee for Finland and Central Aid for Finland, stated that there 
existed an annoyance in Finland due to what the Finns considered a lack of Swedish 
support. However, they had managed to convince the Finns of how much Sweden had 
done for Finland rather than focusing on what Sweden had failed to do. According to 
Prince Wilhelm and Ekstrand, after their journey, the Finns’ disagreeable attitude had 
turned into feelings of understanding and sympathy rather than distrust and bitterness.43

There was a common interest in concealing and counteracting the criticism concerning 
Sweden’s lack of support. Representatives of the government and NGOs in Finland did 
not mention this at all. On the contrary, the Swedish efforts were praised and there was 
no mention of the criticism whatsoever. Even though the Winter War was over, the situ-
ation was uncertain, and the Finns needed Swedish support. The Soviet Union was still 

40  M. Sandler, Från Lillgården till Arvfurstens palats (Stockholm: Rabén & Sjögren, 1971), 151.
41  Minutes of board meeting, 31 May 1940, Central Aid for Finland, SNA.
42  Minutes of board meeting, 31 May 1940, Central Aid for Finland, SNA.
43  Minutes of board meeting, 31 May 1940, Central Aid for Finland, SNA.
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FIGURE 4. A young boy with a suitcase which seems too heavy for him, July 1941. Source: The 
Finnish Defence Forces Wartime Photograph Archive, www.Sa-kuva.fi.
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a feared enemy, and the country needed support in rebuilding what had been destroyed 
during the Winter War. Sweden, on the other hand, wanted to uphold its image as a 
country that helped a neighbour in need. For this reason, it was naturally important 
that the relief actions that had been undertaken be regarded as having been successful.

As we have seen, the enthusiasm in Sweden for transporting Finnish children to the 
country remained after the Winter War ended, and in late spring 1941 an invitation to 
bring children over for recreational visits was forwarded to Finland. At this time, there 
was no war in Finland, and the Finnish authorities did not share Sweden’s enthusi-
asm for the project. In their response, they stated that at this time they did not find it 
necessary to send children to Sweden since they were able to provide for the children 
themselves. If transports were to be carried out, they would prefer that ‘feeble’ and sick 
children be sent. However, if this was not an option, they agreed to accept the invitation 
all the same if it would help strengthen the bond between the countries.44 One of the 
Swedish committee’s board members, Dr. Gunnar Beskow, empathetically confirmed 
this. Bringing the children to Sweden would have a ‘substantial effect in strengthening 
the bonds between the two countries’.45 Evidently, the Finnish authorities consented in 
order to maintain good relations with Sweden rather than out of necessity.

However, as the first transports proceeded, the conditions changed in Finland, and the 
Continuation War erupted in June 1941. This caused a change of plan for the Committee 
for Finnish Summer Children, which turned to the National Committee for Finland with 
a request to bring even more children to Sweden. The National Committee for Finland 
initially declined this request, claiming that the Finns believed the transports were too 
hazardous, and that the trains and boats were needed by the Finnish army.46 However, 
these concerns from Finland were evidently overcome. Instead of the 2000 children the 
Committee for the Finnish Summer Children had originally planned to bring over for a 
short stay over the summer, as we have seen previously, approximately 40,000 children 
would ultimately be brought over during the Continuation War under the auspices of 
this committee.

The transports were carried out throughout autumn 1941, and continued during the 
spring of 1942. During this time, critical voices started being raised against the trans-
ports, and in January 1942 these had increased so much that the Finnish Government 
felt it necessary to place an embargo on the Finnish press. From the end of January 1942, 
criticism concerning transports was no longer allowed to be expressed in the papers.47

The concerns remained, however, with the strongest criticism expressed by the County 
Governors in Finland. Only a week after the press embargo, on 3 February 1942, in 
minutes from the Relief Committee for the Children of Finland, it is stated that the 
County Governors in Finland were greatly concerned about the transports. Amongst 
them, the County Governor in Finnish Lapland was the most reluctant. He described 

44  Karin Zetterqvist Nelson has examined the reception of sick Finnish children in ‘War Children, Evacuations, and 
State Politics in Europe During WWII: A Local Case of Sick Finnish War Children in Sweden,’ in Geographies 
of  Children and Young People. Conflict, Violence, and Peace, ed. by C. Harker, K. Horschelmann and T. Skelton 
(London: Springer, 2015). In J. Sköld and I. Söderlind, ‘Finska barn I svenska hem: Om mobiliseringen av familjer 
att ta emot främmande barn under andra världskriget´, Scandia, 82.1 (2016), 35–65, a vivid account of the mobi-
lisation of Swedish homes and the reception of Finnish children are given.

45  Minutes of board meeting, 9 May 1941, The Committee for Finnish Summer Children, SNA.
46  Minutes of board meeting, 2 September 1941, The Committee for Finnish Summer Children, SNA.
47  T. Rossi, Räddade till livet: om en stor svensk hjälpinsats för Finlands barn 1939–1949 (Höör: Tapani Rossi, 2008), 
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the transports from Lapland as a disaster, claiming that more lives were lost than saved 
by them. The reason for this was that the children infected each other with illnesses such 
as tuberculosis and rubella; and that in the poor conditions under which the transports 
were conducted, these illnesses became lethal to the children. However, members of 
the Committee for Relief for the Children of Finland managed to persuade the County 
Governors in Finland that the positive outweighed the negative.48

In Sweden, criticism of the transports did not become an issue of concern until 1944. 
The reason it came to be discussed at this time was that it was brought up in the Swedish 
press, referring to findings by British psychologists that children were more damaged 
by being moved from their own environment than staying with their parents, despite 
the actions of war. This caused concern within the Relief Committee for the Children 
of Finland, and it was decided that the criticism would be counteracted. The commit-
tee would respond to the criticism via a countering article.49 In what was evidently an 
afterthought, it was also emphasised that the main reason for moving the children had 
been the lack of food supplies rather than the actions of war (see Figure 4).

The children from Finland — ‘commodities of compassion’ building 
bridges of trust

The strange timing of the transports and the presence of continuous criticism by the 
Finns raise questions about what was at stake, and why it was so important for Swedish 
officials and government to move the children. I suggest that the children were used 
as ‘commodities of compassion’. This notion refers to how the children were turned 
into carriers of both emotional and moral values to which the political actors in both 
countries had to relate. The children became the perfect symbol of innocence, vulnera-
bility and needing protection, and as such were hard to resist. They were attributed an 
important role in establishing proximity between the countries, and this was emphasised 
on several occasions throughout this period. Sweden needed to conceal the fact that it 
had not supported Finland with military arms as requested. A result of this was that 
even if it was not always necessary, the children were sent to Sweden as a reassurance 
that relations would remain good between the two countries. The children were used 
as a type of emotional and moral mortar, to aid in the maintenance of good relations 
despite conflicts and a great deal of guilty consciences, particularly on the Swedish side. 
Let us now see how this was manifested.

As we have seen previously, by the end of August 1941, the chairman of the Relief 
Committee for the Children of Finland, Hardy Göransson, and the committee’s secretary 
Lars Östberg claimed that eager requests to send more children to Sweden had been 
forwarded by Finnish relief workers, and they found it of utmost importance that these 
requests be accommodated. They also stressed that the current circumstances were tense 
and that it was important to assist the Finns since this could be a significant contribution 
to bringing the two countries closer together.50 The transports were resumed despite 
reluctance in Finland, and there does not appear to have been any urgent need to move 

48  Minutes of board meeting, 3 February 1942, The Relief Committee for the Children of Finland, SNA.
49  Minutes of board meeting, 21 June 1944, The Relief Committee for the Children of Finland, SNA.
50  Letter addressed to the National Committee for Finland, 27 August 1941, signed by Hardy Göransson and Lars 

Östberg, Summary volume 2: National Committee for Finland, SNA.
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the children. The transports continued throughout autumn 1941. Finnish authorities 
requested that only children under school age be sent to Sweden, and that children of 
school age who were in Sweden be sent back to Finland.51 Evidently, Finnish authorities 
did not consider the danger to the children to be overwhelming. Still, as we can see, 
children were sent back and forth between the two countries.

In the Swedish press, the Finnish children were called ‘ambassadors of goodwill’ and 
it was evident that the children had a dual mission: to create good relations between the 
two countries and to generate goodwill for Sweden:

Just imagine how important it is for the relationship between Sweden and Finland that these 
tiny undernourished children can come here (to Sweden), be well fed and taken care of, and 
then return to all parts of Finland and tell everyone what a good time they have had and 
how well they have been cared for in Sweden.52

The hope was that, by bringing the children to Sweden and ensuring that they were 
given happy memories of their stay in the country, Finnish criticism of Sweden’s lack 
of military support would be counteracted.

That the children were used as ‘commodities of compassion’ — meaning that they 
were considered to be carriers of emotional and moral values creating strong bonds 
between the countries — became evident yet again in December 1942. The Finnish pres-
ident’s wife Gerda Ryti gave a speech, which was broadcasted on radio and published 
in full in some Swedish newspapers. In it she directly addressed the Finnish children in 
Sweden, asking them to be nice and on their best behaviour during their stay with the 
Swedish families. The reason for this was not only that they were representing their 
country but also, Ryti emphasised, they were important in the task of building bridges 
of trust between the countries:

In this way you are little bridge-builders between your mother country and neighbouring 
countries. The name of this bridge is unity. The future is yours. And it will also be your 
task to keep this bridge in good condition; this will be easy for those who have taken part 
in building it.53

The children fulfilled a purpose that was desired by both Finland and Sweden, but for 
different reasons. As pointed out, Finland needed Sweden’s support while Sweden needed 
to demonstrate that it was a nation of goodwill, helping a neighbour in need. The chil-
dren were considered to fulfil this mission, and it was emphasised in the Swedish press 
that they were ‘carrying the idea of Nordic unity into the future’.54 It was also pointed 
out that Sweden’s ‘humanitarian efforts created goodwill for the country in the world’.55

Yet another example that underlines that the children were used as commodities of 
compassion surfaced during the autumn of 1944, this time in a statement by a repre-
sentative of the Swedish National Board of Health and Welfare, to which local Child 
Welfare Committees were subordinated. The intent had never been for the children to 

51  Minutes of board meeting, 10 January 1942, Relief Committee for the Children of Finland, SNA.
52  ‘Finlands små behöva hjälp mot svälten: Situationen allt allvarligare stor aktion för ökat bistånd,’ 

Stockholmstidningen, 28 October 1941.
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54  ‘Finska barnen i Sverige framtidens budbärare för nordiska enhetstanken,’ Stockholmstidningen, 16 February 1944.
55  ‘Sveriges humanitära insats ger goodwill i världen,’ Stockholmstidningen, 24 February 1944.
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stay in Sweden for any longer period of time; however, by autumn 1944, it was evident 
that this was not the case, as many of them had remained, and would remain, in Sweden 
for many years. For this reason, the Swedish National Board of Health and Welfare 
wanted the local Child Welfare Committees to inspect the homes where the children 
had been placed. The care and placement of the Finnish children were to be regulated 
by the same laws regulating the care and placement of Swedish foster children. No 
homes that had not been approved by the local Child Welfare Committees would be 
allowed to receive a Finnish child. The new regulations were presented at a conference 
attended by local delegates from the Relief Committee for the Children of Finland. While 
announcing these new regulations, the representative of the Swedish National Board of 
Health and Welfare emphasised that, regarding the Finnish children, ‘although’ it was 
important that they be well cared for there was another extremely important side to 
this. The good care of the children would lead to ‘something that eventually can bring 
unity and understanding between two Nordic sister nations’.56 If the children were well 
looked after, they would take their good experiences back to Finland, and this would 
be advantageous for Sweden’s image as a nation of goodwill.

Conclusion

When Finland was attacked by the Soviet Union, Nordic cohesion was put to the test. 
Even if the Finnish affiliation to this community had been somewhat cautious, by the 
outbreak of the Second World War, the country had definitely joined in. Finland and 
Sweden also had a long common history, which was emphasised on several occasions 
throughout the war. Even so, particularly for Sweden, it was difficult to maintain Nordic 
solidarity when Finland became an active participant in the war. This was because of 
the Swedish Government’s proclamation to not participate or take sides in any of the 
armed conflicts. A political game and juggling act to uphold this stance, while still 
supporting Finland, began. Keeping Sweden out of the war was high priority for the 
Swedish Government. At the same time, however, it had to help fend off an unwanted 
neighbour, the Soviet Union, and consider Sweden’s reputation on the international 
arena. When Denmark and Norway also came to be occupied, the situation became 
even more difficult, and as the war progressed, the matter was complicated further. 
Finland received the military support it desired from Germany, which meant that the 
country was now also at war with the Allies. Sweden, on the other hand, was put under 
pressure by the Allies to break all contact with Germany. However, the fear of a German 
invasion of Sweden eventually faded. Instead, the possibility of having the Soviet Union 
as a next-door neighbour became a close reality.

This political game, the goal of which was to keep Sweden out of the war while 
upholding good relations with Finland — but also with other warfaring countries — 
created an image problem for Sweden. At the same time as it stayed out of the war, the 
country wanted to demonstrate an image of a nation of goodwill. This was carried out 
by directing an abundance of material and humanitarian relief to Finland. Part of this 
was the transportation of the Finnish children.

56  Speech given at conference, 27 October 1944, The Relief Committee for the Children of Finland, SNA.
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During most of the war, Sweden enforced a restricted refugee policy.57 ‘The Nordic 
prerogative’ dominated, meaning that refugees from neighbouring Nordic countries were 
prioritised.58 This was also the case regarding children. While many Finnish children 
were more or less sought out to be sent to Sweden, children from other countries in 
Europe (Jewish and Polish children in particular) were denied access to the country.59

For the Swedish Government, the Finnish children became the perfect refugees. They 
were never meant to stay for any longer periods of time, and in most cases their stay in 
Swedish homes was financed by the receiving families themselves. Travel on boats and 
trains was subsidised and, as we have seen, the Swedish Government provided finan-
cial support on three separate occasions. However, the children’s stay in Sweden was 
financed mainly by funds raised by different NGOs. This meant that even though the 
Swedish Government strongly supported this venture, both financially and morally, it was 
largely self-sufficient. Another important positive aspect of this project for the Swedish 
Government was that the children posed no threat to the Swedish labour market, which 
was an issue with adult refugees.

In Sweden, there was clearly an awareness that the Finns felt let down by the lack of 
Swedish support. Insisting on bringing the children to Sweden despite the reluctance 
in Finland was an attempt to demonstrate that Sweden did indeed support Finland, 
by caring for their most precious possession, their children. By caring for the children, 
Sweden not only secured their welfare, the Finnish nation was also offered a future.

The scheme to bring children to Sweden was an attempt to better the country’s image 
but was also part of a larger issue, to compensate Finland for the lack of military sup-
port. In other words, the children became part of a Swedish politics of indemnification. 
The eagerness to make up for the ‘failed’ support created a blindness to what was in the 
best interest of the children. Criticism was expressed, but was brushed off or explained 
away. At times the transports did undoubtedly save lives, while at other times they were 
simply part of a political game in which the children were used as pawns.

The necessity of bringing the Finnish children to Sweden has been debated, especially 
by the former war children themselves. Opinions about this vary, and the children’s own 
experiences naturally differ. Some describe the move to Sweden as a traumatic experience 
that disconnected them from their biological families as well as their foster families. 
They lost their sense of belonging, sometimes being sent back and forth between the 
countries many times. The loss of their language further enhanced this, and when they 
were sent back to Finland this created a huge problem in their readjustment. Children 
who were sent to Sweden at a young age not only lost their language but also forgot 
their biological parents. For these children, being sent back to Finland after the wars 
was another painful parting since their foster parents were the only parents they knew 
and remembered.

57  For more detailed overview of policies and reception of refugees in Sweden during the Second World War, see M. 
Byström and P. Frohnert, eds., Reaching a State of  Hope: Refugees, Immigrants and The Swedish Welfare State, 
1930–2000 (Lund: Nordic Academic Press, 2013), particularly K. Åmark, ‘Sweden and the Refugees, 1933–1945,’ 
39–53; K. Kvist Geverts, ‘A Foreign Element Within the Nation,’ 54–68, and ‘The Last Bastion of Swedish Refugee 
Policy,’ 116–30.

58  M. Byström, ‘En broder, gäst och parasit: uppfattningar och föreställningar om utlänningar, flyktingar och flyk-
tingpolitik i svensk offentlig debatt 1942–1947’ (Diss. Stockholms universitet, 2006), passim.

59  For an extensive overview of the reception of Jewish child refugees, see Lomfors, passim; Perrti and Nehlin, 151–97.
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For others the story is different: they describe their move to Sweden as something 
positive. The conditions under which they lived in Finland were extremely poor, and if 
they had not been sent to Sweden they would have risked losing their lives. For them the 
return to Finland was equally difficult, and some of these children returned to Sweden 
of their own accord once they reached adulthood.

As demonstrated in this article, what is puzzling is the timing of the majority of the 
transports. They were carried out during a time when it would have been possible to 
provide help for the children in Finland rather than bringing them to Sweden. In hind-
sight, it is evident that when these transports were carried out, the reasons were not only 
humanitarian; political motives played an important part as well. The two countries, 
for different reasons, wanted to uphold good relations. In the effort to maintain this, the 
children became important and, as argued, were used as ‘commodities of compassion’ 
to create bridges of trust between the countries.
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