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„Literate or illiterate, we are our memories,” writes Elizabeth Tonkin (1992), a sentiment echoed by many of the narrators in our Latvian-American oral history project.  Memory has often been viewed from the perspective of two primary functions: 1) to provide an accurate account of past events and 2) „to provide a ‘usable past,’ an account of events and actors that can be harnessed to some purpose in the present,” most commonly a narrative of the past that helps to formulate and develop an individual or a collective identity (Wertsch, 2005, p. 31). For Latvian-Americans, who came to the United States as refugees after World War II and are now trying to document in oral history projects and written individual and group memoirs the turbulent experiences of the 20th century, and most importantly, the exile experience, both functions are important. They want to document the emigre experience so that it can be added to the history of the Latvian nation „back home” in Latvia. They also want to create a collective narrative from it that can help to shape the identity of the next generations of Latvian-Americans, a collective narrative that will tell them „who they are” and „where they come from.” Since Latvian-Americans do not have a national government, that can „concentrate resources in ways that reinforce national identity” (Wilson, 2005), they have to do it themselves. The task has become urgent because the generation that experienced exile and the war is rapidly passing away. In this paper I will describe, contrast and evaluate two different approaches that I and my colleagues have used to try to obtain information from Latvian-Americans that is both accurate and usable for present purposes: 1) individual life story and oral history narratives and 2) group interviews on specific topics.    


During the last months of World War II, as the front approached from the east and the Soviet Army reoccupied Latvia, about a tenth of Latvia’s population, some 200,000 thousand fled or were forced to leave Latvia for the west (Plakans, 1995, Mirdza Kate Baltais, 1999).
 After two to six years in United Nations Displaced Person’s (DP) camps in Germany, most emigrated to host countries,
 the greatest number, some 40,000, arriving in the United States between 1949 and 1951. They formed still active national, transnational and local communities-in-exile, whose two primary goals were to remind the world about Latvia’s occupation and preserve prewar Latvian culture, language, values and traditions. In the 1989 census more than 100,000 Americans listed their ancestry as Latvian (Carpenter, 1996, p. 93).


The reestablishment of Latvia’s independence in 1991 forced Latvian-Americans to reevaluate their own identity and their relationship to Latvia and to the United States, and increased their efforts to document their emigre experience so that it could be formulated into a collective narrative for compatriots in Latvia, for the next generations or, in many cases, for their own families. Oral history interviews and life story narratives provide a useful method for documenting the experiences of ordinary inividuals in historically exciting times. They can serve as a starting point for the formulation of a collective narrative and the reevaluation of collective or individual identities. For the older generation they can satisfy the desire for a life review and for leaving ones story for ones descendents. 

documenting The emigre experience in individual interviews 
Methods. At the end of 1996 the director of the American Latvian Association Cultural Division asked me to undertake an oral history project to document Latvian-American experiences in the United States. The methods, results, and outreach in our project have been published elsewhere (Hinkle, 2005). Here let me point out a few features that are particularly relevant for the present discussion.  

We have used a mixture of the folklorist and oral history approaches. Although we allow the narrator to lead the story and choose the topics which he or she would like to emphasize, we do have certain topics which we urge all interviewers to cover. Some of the most important are the narrators’ self-identification, reasons for leaving Latvia and not returning after independence, evaluation of present-day Latvia, and relationship to Ameri​can society. 


Since active Latvian-American communities can be found all over the United States and our funds are very limited, almost all of the interviewing, organizational and outreach work in the project has been done by trained volunteers, who after a joint training program work relatively indepen​dently each in their own communities. Thus interviewer training forms an important part of the project. We have used three methods of training: in the Latvian Oral History annual field work project (1996 – 2003)
, in day long training seminars in host cities in the USA
, and in daily oral history workshops at week-long cultural immersion camps
. To date we have trained 164 potential interviewers, but only 34 of them have recorded an interview, most as part of a team during the training process. Only five interviewers have contributed the overwhelming number of the recorded interviews, which has created a manpower problem that I will return to later in this paper.


Although we allow each interviewer to choose the narrators, we recommend that interviewers start with older people, who may have significant knowledge of or participation in historical events, or who have contributed to their community or culture. Consequently, most of our narrators have been active, valuable members of their community or profession.

Results - summary. To date we have recorded about 250 life narratives from 1 – 20 hours in length, for a total of about 580 hours. Most narratives are about 2 hours long. Most are in Latvian, two in English, one in German. Most narratives are from first generation refugees of World War II (85%) or from their second generation descendants (12%), a few are with Latvian Jews, a Baltic German and an American. A great majority (about three quarters) of the narrators were over 70 years old, 17% were in their 60's and the rest, younger - in their 50's or 40's. Two thirds were men.

The narrative texts are available at the University of Latvia, and will be deposited at the Immigration History Research Center at the University of Minnesota in Minneapolis, MN. All narratives have basic documentation, and a summary of narrative contents. Some outlines of narratives, as well as descriptions of the Latvian life story project, collection and various links can be found on the internet at the Latvian National Oral History project website, www.dzivesstasts.lv. Many interviews have been transcribed, some have been translated into English. A book of selected interviews and excerpts has been published
 and is available from the editors or the Latvian National Oral History Project
.

Evaluation. The individual interviews have been most valuable in recording first-hand accounts of various emigre cultural, educational and sometimes political endeavors by individuals who often were among the central players in those events, revealing details and motivations which would have been lost without the recordings. Some interviews are especially rich in revealing details about the emigre experience during the war and upon entering the United States. Many deal with questions of ethnic identity, relations with Latvia, and return migration. They are generally less revealing about the DP camps in Germany, perhaps because the camps were only a small part of an emigre’s varied experiences. All in all the collection is a rich source material for dealing not only with emigre issues, but those of World War II and its aftermath as well.

One of the major problems with interviewing on a limited budget has always been the shortage of good interviewers. Our solution of using trained community interviewers has had two primary drawbacks. Pro​bably the thorniest problem has been the uneven quality of interviews and the inconsistent approach to desirable questions. Quality control has been very difficult to implement, because once the initial training is done, the project director has little contact with the interviewer until after the interview has been deposited.


An additional problem arose when potential interviewers went through the training but afterwards never carried out an interview or lost interest after only a few interviews. In the last three years only three interviewers have continued working, one of them being the project director, for whom interviewing usually involved travel to other cities. 


To try to remedy the situation and still meet the urgent need to record the life stories of the surviving Latvian-Americans of the World War II generation, we have published a manual on how to write autobiographies, and we have tried to devise other ways of interviewing, namely group interviews.

GROUP INTERVIEWS ON SPECIFIC TOPICS

In interviewer training sessions. Starting in 1998 I ended most training sessions with a focused discussion, where I asked participants to talk about their own ethnic identity, their relationship to Latvia and about their possible return migration. The discussions were recorded and transcribed. The response from participants was overwhelm​ingly positive. The quest​ions and following discussions aroused much introspection and wide-ranging, sometimes painful, always lively discussions. Just as Tiina Kirss had found with the writing groups in the Toronto Estonian community (Kirss, 2003), the participants seemed to relish the discussions and often played off each other’s comments and reinforced each other.   


The discussions were limited, however, to a few specific questions, since the purpose of the group was oral history training and not information gathering. In order to use group interviews to document the whole emigre experience, I needed to find another method of forming a discussion group. Fortunately, Latvians abroad and in Latvia hold several annual, week-long cultural immersion camps
 which attract participants from all generations and have the potential to provide a rich source of interviewees in a group setting. The American cultural immersion camps are especially useful because most of their participants are first and second generation WWII refugee Latvian-Americans, who have first hand experience with the topics that I wanted to discuss.

Group interviews in cultural immersion camp workshops on emigre history. 

In the 2005 and 2006 cultural immersion camps in the Catskills, NY, I offered a workshop called „Exile History in Life Stories.” We met five consecutive times for 2 ½ hours (in 2005) or 1 ½ hours (in 2006) each day for a total of 15 or 7 hours. Each day was dedicated to a different topic. The emphasis was on two types of questions – „what?” and „why?”. Since in the second year at least ¾ of the participants had attended the previous year’s sessions, the topics usually addressed one aspect of a broad historical event to avoid too much repetition from year to year. For example, both years the topic for the first day was leaving Latvia during WWII, but in the first year, we concentrated on the motivations for leaving, why people left, while the next year we talked about material culture - what people took with them, what they left behind from important objects, and what this meant to them.
 

The sessions started with a lecture-style presentation either by a guest expert or by me. The initial presentation, lasting from ½ - one hour, consisted of theoretical or historical information or excerpts on a similar topic from interviews in our collection. It was followed by the participants telling their own experiences during the period under discussion. I served as a facilitator or moderator, posing new questions to keep the discussion going or telling aspects of my own story. The sessions were audio taped and transcribed. In 2006 all sessions, except for the first, were also recorded on digital video in response to a request to make our discussions and stories available to the younger generation of Latvian-Americans.

Each year the workshop was attended by 24 – 40 people, the number varying depending on the topic for the session. The group was even more homogenous than the participants in the camp as a whole, because the overwhelming majority were first generation, Latvian-speaking emigres. Some were their second generation descendents, who wanted to learn about their family’s experiences. Many were graduates of oral history training sessions and knew each other either from their home communities or from previous camps. Often both husband and wife attended the workshop, a few elderly parents were there with their grown children. There were no recent emigrants from Latvia.

Results and discussion. The group setting proved to be very successful for the gathering of remembrances about specific events and even for discussions on controversial topics. As many researchers have found, a group setting can have profound effects on a person’s behavior (see Gladwell, 2002, pgs. 28-29, 171, 274-275, for a summary of some of the studies) and on a person’s utterances (Werscht, 2002, pp. 13 – 29). In some cases a person will refrain from action if he or she is part of a group, reasoning that someone else will do it (the „Kitty Genovese effect,” Gladwell, 2002, p. 28-29). In other cases a person will hesitate to express negative opinions in a face-to-face encounter on topics that he or she would discuss easily in an electronic format. In all cases, we have to take into account the issue of addressivity, that the text that a person articulates is modulated by the presence of an audience and the character of the audience (Wertsch, p. 13 – 17). In individual interviews the audience usually consists of one person, the interviewer, whose views also significantly influence the utterances of the narrator. For example, Portelli found that informants opened up and „revealed less easily accessible layers of personal knowledge, belief, and experience” to a dissenting interviewer rather than to a compatriot (Potelli, 1997, p. 12). In a group setting, the audience consists of many people and the effect therefore can be much more complex.     

In our case the group setting seemed to facilitate the telling of most remembrances and spurring discussion even of sensitive or controversial topics. We observed what Werstch has described as the „fish-scale” pattern in remembrances, seen in close-knit, homogenous, traditional societies, „in which everyone remembers something about an event from the past, and the overlap of knowledge is quite extensive”(Werscht, 2001, p. 23). The story of one group member served as a memory aid for the others and by the end of the session there were always participants who still had not told everything that they wanted. The similarity of personal histories seemed to facilitate sharing them.
Some group members also seemed to keep in mind the goal of gathering as complete a mosaic of experiences as possible. If the experience of one group had not been discussed yet, someone would bring it up and describe it. For example, when we were talking about the DP camps, one member described his experiences at the Baltic University in Pinneberg, Germany, because „I was part of a unique institution that funcioned as a full-fledged university for a few years, and that experience should be described to give the full scope of the DP camps” (Voldemars Avens, 3x3, 2005).
 Participants seemed to be cognizant that they were creating a collective narrative of the DP experience, a „complementary distributed collective memory, in Wertsch’s terminology (Wertsch, p.23), where various partial representations from different people form a more general pattern.

  Some couples exhibited what Wegner has called „transactive memories” (Wegner, et al. 1991), where one spouse completes the other’s remembrances or reminds their partner about other, similar occurances that they had not mentioned yet. 

Occasionally the presence of family members made the telling of one’s story more difficult for a group member, or in some cases, may have inhibited it altogether. For example, one participant started her comments with „I have been sitting here all afternoon, biting my tongue, because my mother is sitting here, next to me, and I know that she will disagree with everything I say”(„Exile History in Life Stories,” 2006). But then she proceeded to say at least part of what she had wanted to express. Afterwards she requested an individual interview, in which she shared very painful episodes from her life, painting a rather critical portrait of her mother, who is well known and respected in the community. 

Her case illustrates one of the limits of group interviews, especially when the group consists of people from ones community. I encountered similar experiences as an outside interviewer in the field work project in Latvia. In several cases authors asked that their testimonies not be made available to the local historians. In one case where I was accompanied by a local interviewer-trainee, the author refused to tell me about a painful episode during the war which had been described to me by her relative in the USA.
 For a description of the Field work project and outside interviewers see Hinkle, 2001, 2003.
In addition, an open forum, such as a group interview, is not conducive to an intimate type of conversation, where the narrator may even forget that his story is being audiotaped. The group interview, just as a video recording, fosters the perception of the narrative as a performance with a „conscious presentation of self” (Portelli, p. 14) and with a stiffer, more thought-out narration.  
In our case, however, the group setting elicited a deeper, more varied, and more critical discussion of certain controversial or significant issues than had been voiced in individual narratives. The prime example for this was the question: „Why did you personally remain Latvian while living in the United States?” In individual interviews the question most often elicited an exasperated response similar to, „because I couldn’t do otherwise.”  Upon closer probing authors gave various positive reasons – feeling a respon​sibility toward Latvia to remain Latvian, feeling more at home and comfortable in Latvian society than in American, being able to assume leadership positions among Latvian-Americans, or the society offering aid to its members. Nobody mentioned negative reasons, such as rejection by American society or strong pressure from family or society to remain Latvian (See Hinkle, 2006 for a more complete discussion of Latvian identity as revealed in individual interviews).

In the group setting in 2005 the guest lecturer, psychology professor Solveiga Miezite, asked the question in a slightly different way: „Why did you remain Latvian? What enticed you to remain connected to Latvian society? What stimulated your interest? Were you one of those „automatic Latvians” who started out Latvian and remained put for all time, or did something else happen?”
 

Prof. Miezite posed this question after she had described her research on the Latvian identity of second and third generation Latvian-Canadians and we had discussed it at length. In the research Prof. Miezite had found specific personality and life style differences between those people who remained within the confines of their parents’ society and those who rebelled against it and then came back. Most respondents in our group interview emphasized the role of family in determining their Latvian identity, while several mentioned a „born again” experience either with an emotion-arousing experience with Latvian culture, or with a forceful, inspiring mentor. After one person recounted her painful exit from Latvian-American society when her peers and elders rejected her sister because she married a non-Latvian English speaker, the conversation fairly soon became a sharp critique of the rigidity and exclusivity of Latvian-American society. Her story seemed to give permission to several other group members to recount their own experiences with rejection by emigre society. Most of these experiences were still so raw and emotional that the speakers often ended up in tears, even thirty or more years after the break.
 

Why was there a difference in tone between the individual interviews and the group forum? Why did the group setting elicit negative responses and perceptions, while the individual stories had been mostly positive, where even in the few interviews that did describe a negative experience with Latvian-American society, the tone was much more mellow.
 The one exception was with a member of the group in 2006, who asked for an individual interview in which she recounted a similarly painful rejection by her Latvian-
American friends after she married an American.
 

In the first place, Prof. Miezite posed the question slightly differently in the group interviews than it was done in the individual settings. The term „automatic Latvian,” used in the group interview situation, is especially „loaded.”  To some participants it could have implied a value judgement, a subtle criticism of those emigres who stayed within Latvian society without self-examination and awareness of other possibilities. At the very least, it raised the possibility of criticism of Latvian-American society in general.
Secondly, individual interviews generally had more of a time constraint, since often the person had to cover events from his or her whole life in several hours, whereas in the group interview we dealt with a small aspect at great length. 
But thirdly and, I think, most importantly, the question in the group setting was preceded by a lecture and discussion about different types of responses among Latvian-Americans to their ethnic identity. Furthermore, our discussions on some other topics in the preceding days had already raised critical evaluations and opinions about emigre society. Thus the previous lecture and discussions could have triggered negative memories and given permission to members to articulate them in the open forum. Thus these observations support Gladwell’s emphasis on the „power of context” and the profound influence that little factors in the social or physical environment can have on an individual’s utterances and actions (Gladwell, p. 146-171). They emphasize the important role that the interviewer and the moderator have in any interview and in fostering a „self-reflexive thick dialogue” (Portelli, 1997, p. 12). These observations support Wertsch’s view that any utterance of an individual consists of three components – a person’s unique text based on his or her own experience or opinion, the text that comes from sources outside the particular individual, and the audience in any one given situation (Werstch, 2002, p. 14-17). 

Fourthly, and perhaps just as importantly, the negative stories might have been motivated to some degree by the narrators desire to create a complete portrait of the „emigre experience,” to show to their compatriots in Latvia that emigre society is not some idealized (or villified), unreal entity, but has its own complex history and ugly episodes.
Another factor may have been that many of the individual interviews were with older people, who looked back on their whole life, synthesizing it into a generally positive life review narrative, whereas in the group discussion the critical respondents were active society members in their sixties, who were having a vigorous, open discussion about their  society. It would be interesting to pursue this question further, whether there is an age or generational difference in the amount of criticism articulated about emigre society and which are the situations which arouse the most negative evaluations. 

CONCLUSIONS

Both individual life story and group interviews on specific topics can provide information about how historical events impacted individual, ordinary people, the motivations behind actions, and the evaluation of events. They can also address questions of group or individual ethnic identities.

Individual interviews could be the preferred method of recording in cases where the main point of interest about the person lies in his or her personal achievements or in their story telling skills so that they can articulate an experience of a whole group. The interview could be public, but it would be necessary to give the person enough time to develop the story the way he or she would like. Individual interviews are also obviously the method of choice if the author does not want to tell his or her story in a public forum, or if the information is sensitive. Since an individual interview fosters intimacy and trust, it would also be the method of choice in projects that call for introspection, trust and self-perception from the narrator.

Although our use of group interviews is only in its beginning phases, the results so far justify continuing them. They seem most useful in getting many different slices of information about a situation in the shortest time, where any one individual story and personality is of secondary importance or on topics that respondents in individual interviews rarely touch. They are also very useful in getting differing opinions on controversial questions, although the group setting might inhibit some people who would be more candid in a more private setting. In our case the group setting reinforced the goals of the whole project: to gather information and to create a collective narrative of the exile experience for compatriots in Latvia and for future generations of Latvian-Americans.
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� Of the 200,000 about 30,000 were soldiers, several thousand were mobilized or volunteered to work in Germany, and most of the rest were refugees. Only about 100,000 eventually reached Germany. Mirdza Baltais proposes that during the war about 217,000 Latvians had reached Germany, but only about 140,000 remained as émigrés.   


� Among them were Australia, Argentina, Canada, Brazil, United States, Venezuela, even Morrocco. 


� The numbers of Latvian-Americans active in Latvian affairs in the USA, however, is much, much smaller. For example, the weekly Latvian newspaper in the USA, Laiks, has a run of 9,000. 


� Under the auspices of the National Oral History project at the Latvian Science Academy Institute of Philosophy and Sociology, supported financially to a large extent by the émigré cultural funding organization, the Latvian Foundation, Inc. 


� In Boston, MA, Chicago, Ill, Cleveland, OH, Leonia, NJ, Sheldon, WA, and Washington, DC.


� Oral history workshops were held at 14 cultural immersion camps (called 3x3) in the Catskills, NY, Three Rivers, MI and Latvia from 1990 - 2004.


� Zirnite, Mara & Hinkle, Maija, Editors. 2005, Second Edition. Oral History Sources of Latvia. History, Culture and Society through Life Stories. Riga.


� Mara Zirnite, Latvian Science Academy, Institute of Philosophy and Sociology, Akademijas laukums 1, kab. 509, Riga, LV 1940, Latvia or Maija Hinkle, 117 Northview Road, Ithaca, NY 14850, USA.


� The camps are called „3x3” to indicate that they are meant for all three generations, parents, grandparents and children, and that they cover the basics in Latvian traditions, history, crafts, etc. under the guidance of experts in their fields. In a typical year 10 different daily workshops may be offered in parallel sessions, each at least 1 ½ hours long, some crafts workshops lasting the whole day. In any one year some 150-250 people participate in the Catskills camp. Most come from the East Coast of the USA or Canada and are repeat campers. Since the language of lecture-style workshops is Latvian, most are Latvian-speakers of the middle and especially the older generation, although increasingly efforts are being made to accommodate non-speakers and attract children. Thus camp participants form a rather homogenous group of emigre Latvians, who might live apart, yet form a community of individuals, interested in their Latvian heritage. 


� The topic for the second day was refugee (DP) camps (Displaced Persons Camps administered by the UN) in Germany – the everyday specifics of the camps and an evaluation of their role in later life. Other large topics were the experiences of the WWII veterans, the formation and maintenance of a Latvian identity in the USA, relationships with newly independent Latvia, and the future of Latvian-American communities in the USA.


� Voldemars Avens in  Exile History in Life Stories workshop in 3x3 camp, 2005, moderator Maija Hinkle.


� Interview with Austra Murniece, Viesite, Latvia, June, 2000. Interviewed by Maija Hinkle.


� Solveiga Miezite, workshop on Exile History in Life Stories, Aug. 2005, 3x3 camp, NY


� Comments in the workshop Exile History in Life Stories, 3x3, 2005.


� See for example interview of Valija Runge by Biruta Abula, 1998, Kalamazoo, MI.


� Interview from ALA Oral History collection.
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