Foreword to the 2021 Edition

After World War I, at the time of the period of the great depression in
Europe and also of the national infrastructure development projects by Reza
Shah (1878-1944), the King of Persia (1925-1941), between 1930 and
1941 many young and talented civilian Germans considered Persia as their
land of opportunity. After moving there, they established a large expatriate
community, settled down and became friends with Persian communities in
cities, rural areas and also the territories of pastoral nomads. The majority
of the civilian German expatriates of Persia came to the country as young,
first-rate scholars, engineers, technicians, architects and trader-salesmen.

The British Government, and especially the prime minister, Winston
Churchill (1874-1965), were against the residency of this specific group of
civilian Germans in Persia, and since their arrival in the country put pressure
on Reza Shah to expel them. Churchill strongly believed and propagated the
fallacious theory that all civilian Germans were fifth columnists and secret
members of the Gestapo who would help Hitler invade Asia and South Asia
through Persia in the event of another world war conflict.

Under this excuse, and after the outbreak of World War II, in a joint
intervention on 25 August 1941, the Russian and British armies invaded
neutral Persia and captured the majority of the civilian Germans in the
country. German women and children under the age of sixteen were
brutally separated from their husbands and fathers and expelled by force
to their countries of origin. The men, after a few weeks of interrogation
in temporary military tented camps in Basra (Iraq), were transferred to
the war internment camps of Australia where they spent the rest of their

captivity until 1946.

There were six family groups including four children among those 494
civilian German internees of Persia who were brought to the Australian
war internment camps. After the end of the war, many of the civilian
German internees from Persia, including families and their children, were
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granted leave to stay in Australia, while some of them were deported or
repatriated to European countries, and a few of them decided to return to
Iran, probably to continue their professional activities.

Until today there has been no academic contribution or public news
regarding this specific group of civilian Germans of Persia and their lives
before, during and after World War II.

Helga was six years old when she and her family were captured in Persia
in 1941 and brought with other German families as prisoners of war to
the Tatura war internment camp. Her family was released in 1946 and
decided to stay in Australia.

Helga was born in Cankiri Village in Turkey on 27 June 1935 and moved
to Persia with her family in early 1936 because her father was assigned to
pioneer parts of the Trans-Iranian Railway system. During their sojourn
in Iran, Helga’s family became friends with many Persians and her parents
adored the country and its people. But with the outbreak of World War
II, like other civilian Germans of Persia, their beautiful life became a
nightmare. They were captured by the British Army in their home in
the west of Persia, and after weeks of interrogation sent to the Australian
internment camps. This book, which comprises the memoirs of Helga
since her childhood in Persia, her life experiences as a child prisoner in
the Tatura internment camp in Australia and her life after the war, should
be considered the only book written by one of the few survivors of the
civilian Germans of Persia.

Beside her personal memories and hard life experiences, to write this book
Helga used her superb talents in history and anthropology, two major
fields that she admired during her academic education. Therefore, the
reader should consider this book as an important contribution to the
field of historical anthropology. For this reason, She checked her work for
factual accuracy in local and international archives and spoke to a number
of persons who had survived the war.

This book is a unique example of academic scholarship depicting one of
the unknown human disasters and catastrophes of World War II, the life
story of one of the thousands of innocent German civilians who escaped
Hitler and moved to Persia to find a peaceful shelter for their family.

Pedram Khosronejad
Associate Professor
Western Sydney University
October 2020
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This text is taken from At Home in Exile: A Memoir, by Helga M. Griffin,
published 2021 by ANU Press, The Australian National University,

Canberra, Australia.



