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This article describes, explains, and applies tire¢-generational interview
method and the concept of communicative memorcésea study about a
Canadian family. Members of three generations vierviewed, both
individually and in a group setting, about the Omgrandmother) experiences
in Nazi Germany. Freund argues that group inten@dike this one allow oral
historians to gain important insights about the geeses through which families
construct and negotiate their memories. Communieatiemory, Freund
demonstrates, helps us understand how family mesiemerge from
communicative interaction. This approach also aawal historians to better
account for the ways that they may influence tleaton of family memories.

On 25 May 2006, Irma Hiebert sat down at the lavgeden dining room table
in her daughter’s turn-of-the century house in \ijleg’s Wolseley
neighbourhood to talk about her life in Nazi Gerpnadround the table sat her
daughter, Nancy Pauls, her granddaughter, Karlal3cand I, a stranger to the
family. All four participants came to this oral tosy interview from a specific
vantage point of experience: Hiebert, born in Geryna 1919, lived through the
Third Reich and was the only “contemporary witndssthe group. Pauls, born
in 1959, and Schulz, born in 1985, grew up in Canadas born in Germany in
1969 and immigrated to Canada in 2002. Althouglaisstpd by space,
generation, and experience, oral history — thetjpaof “actively making
memories” — brought us togettfein particular, | was interested in finding out
how this Canadian family “made memories” out offfiailt German past.

Less than half an hour into our conversation, ttlewing discussion
about Nazis and German-Canadian identity developed:

! On the concept of the “contemporary witness” ial biistory see Alexander von
Plato, “Contemporary Witnesses and the Historicafd3sion: Remembrance,
Communicative Transmission, and Collective MemaorQualitative History,”
trans. Edith BurleyQral History Forum d’histoire oral€9 (2009), 1-27.

2 Paula Hamilton and Linda Shopes, “Introduction,Oiral History and Public
Memories eds. Hamilton and Shopes (Philadelphia: Templedssity Press,
2008), vii-xvii, viii.
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Pauls: I've heard the stories about the war, and fldiebert’s] brother,
and the Nazis. I've heard them all my life. Therebard them in school.
Then it was different. Then it felt like [...] theaee parts of history. [...]
And | didn’t realize the rest of the world knew aib@. [...] Then | was a
little embarrassed, about being German.

Hiebert: Oh, | see.

Pauls: | don’t-- | didn’t feel embarrassed, eveoudh | had a sense that
you had a sense of shame about what your courdryadd those kinds of
things.

Hiebert: Yes, | do.

Pauls: | didn't feel that way but all of a sudddelt like, | don’t think |
want everybody to know I'm German [laughs].

Schulz: Well and see, | had the opposite reactitomediately of being
like, “no, I'm German. German people aren’t likathMy grandmother
was there, she wasn't like that.”

This brief exchange hints at the complex ways ftailies make memories,
negotiate history, and construct family storiess ot characterized by the old
handing preserved memories down to the young. Rétiese memories are
constructed through communicative interaction. Bafore, memory, and school
knowledge interact with one another; often-toldistoand convictions provide a
scaffold for asking uncomfortable questions, te&stiew interpretations, and
premiéring secret feelings. Together family memieses-so-subtly re-arrange
their own roles and those of their relatives, miikida group of playwrights
meeting over coffee and cake to work on a playhSaedrafting is informed by
individual experiences and collective memoriess Hlso shaped by the
communicative situation, in this case, the oraldmisinterview? At stake, for all
four participants in this casual yet formal “table t&lkvas the need to make
sense of a troubling past; understand one’s ovatiogiship to this past; and find
and secure one’s place in society through shatorges.

% Irma Hiebert, Nancy Pauls, and Karla Schulz, irieav by Alexander Freund,
Winnipeg, 25 May 2006. All interview recordings ananscripts cited in this
article are in the author’s possession.
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Beyond personal concerns, |, as a researcher,roéespional questions
(as much as those could be separated from then@rgoeries). This interview
was part of a larger project; it was a “test” fariaterview method; and it was an
exploration into a theory of memory. The largerjpcbseeks to document,
analyze, and interpret how German-Canadians anch&eAmericans have dealt
with the Nazi past since 1945 he test was of a specific interview method,
namely the three-generational family interview.simterview method is linked
to the concept of “communicative memory,” whictought to explore. This
article focuses on the latter two concerns. Speadlfi, the use and usefulness of
the three-generational interview method and theephof communicative
memory for studies of family memory.

In the following, | describe and explain the thigexerational interview
method and the concept of collective memory. Afténoducing the three
interviewees, | outline three of the “foundatiofehily stories” that family
members told during our interviews. | then analsame of the communicative
structures shaping the dynamics of the intervied/the construction of family
memory. | conclude with an assessment of the usedslof the interview method
and the concept of communicative memory for orsidmy practice. Both the
method and the concept, | argue throughout thisl@rare invaluable for the
study of family memory. The stories generated endloup interview do not
simply reveal additional information not generaitethe one-on-one interviews.
Rather they show the family’s communicative intéacin creating and

® The project is based on interviews with severaidied German immigrants and
their descendents in North America as well as JeW@rth Americans.
Publications from this project include Alexandeetind, “Dealing with the Past
Abroad: German Immigrant¥ergangenheitsbewaltigurand Their Relations
With Jews in North America Since 194%ulletin of the German Historical
Institute31 (Fall 2002), 51-63; “German Immigrants andNezi Past: How
Memory Has Shaped Intercultural Relatiorigyoads. A Journal of Public
OpinionNo. 15 (Summer/Fall 2004), 106-117; “Where weoa yahrend des
Kriegs?’ Kriegserzahlungen deutscher Migranten amddmerika seit 1945,” in
Zeichen des Krieges in Literatur, Film und den MediVol. 1: Nordamerika und
Europa ed. Christer Petersen (Kiel: Verlag Ludwig, 2Q@0)-67; “How Come
They're Nice to Me?’ Deutsche und Juden nach deindaaist in Nordamerika,”
in Migration und Erinnerung. Reflexionen Uber Wandgserfahrungen in
Europa und Nordamerikaed. Christiane Harzig (Transkulturelle Perspekiiv
vol. 4) (Géttingen: v&r unipress 2006), 143-156y6libling Memories in Nation-
building: World War lI-Memories and Germans’ Inténeic Encounters in
Canada After 1945 Histoire sociale/Social Histor@9, 77 (May 2006), 129-155.
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negotiating family memories — memories that constd and were constituted by
communicative memory.

Three-Generational Interview and Communicative Memaoy

My use of the three-generational interview methoihspired in particular by the
work of the German social psychologist, Harald V¥gland his colleagues as
well as the earlier work done by German socioloGiabriele Rosenthal and the
late Dan Bar-On, a psychologist from Israel. Over last quarter century, they
have interviewed three generations of Germansderdo understand how they
(re-) constructed the Nazi past through storytglabout personal or relatives’
experiences in the Third Reich. Next to the trad@il one-on-one interviews with
individuals, they interviewed families as groupsuailly after the individual
interviews)’ Oral history interviews with families are attempigecreate casual
family talks (“table talks”) and families’ constriens — ofteren passant of
family memories and oral traditiofiaVe must be aware, however, that such
group interviews cannot create such a setting,usecthese group discussions
would not happen were it not for the interviewer.

This interview style nevertheless can help us tstdad how families
construct memories. They show us how comfortablencomfortable families
are when talking about the past. They documentli@shrepertoires of anecdotes
and well-rehearsed stories. They shed light omsde, myths, and taboos and on
the willingness of families to engage with new g@edhaps troubling questions. If
families are perceptive and reflective, as the oasleis article demonstrates, they
may be able to develop a meta-narrative about rdyagng and storytelling,

" Bar-On and Rosenthal juxtaposed interviews witm@ms to interviews with
Jewish Holocaust survivors and their children arahdchildren. Gabriele
Rosenthal, edThe Holocaust in Three Generations: Families otixis and
Perpetrators of the Nazi Reginflidew York: Continuum, 1998); Dan Bar-On,
Legacy of Silence: Encounters With Children ofthed Reich(Cambridge,

MA: Harvard University Press, 1989); Dan Bar-&ear and Hope: Three
Generations of the HolocaugCambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998);
Harald Welzer et alQpa war kein Nazi: Nationalsozialismus und Holo¢aos
FamiliengedachtnigFrankfurt / M. Fischer, 2002); Karoline Tschugljaad
Harald Welzer, “Rewriting Memories: Family Recolieos of the National
Socialist Past in GermanyCulture & Psychology, 1 (March 2002), 130-146;
Harald Welzer, “Collateral Damage of History Edumat National Socialism and
the Holocaust in German Family Memorgbcial Researchi5, 1 (Spring 2008),
287-314.

8 Welzer et al.Opa war kein NazilO0.
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describing in some detail how they learned familg@lotes and what these
anecdotes meant to them. The objective of suclpproach, then, is to
understand how members of different generationgnamved in memory
construction — an interactive construction beydraunidirectional “handing
down” and “receiving” between the old and the young

Family or group interviews are usually precedeakignsive life story
interviews with members of different generationsire family? In family or
group interviews, members of at least two genematare then brought together
to talk about the experiences of the oldest geiverdt Interviewers structure the
interview in different ways. Welzer et al. usedtigen different film sequences
from the Nazi period to stimulate family discussafout the past: Rosenthal’s
approach was informed by family therapy and intende‘open family
dialogue.® In my interview with the Hiebert family (as | witiall them for short,
despite their three different last names), we bdxyaooking at family
photographs from the prewar period.

The interviews are partially structured by the dgues that interviewers
ask. While Rosenthal asked mostly for emotionadllbeek (“What is it like to
participate in this family discussion?” “Can youagine what your mother may
be feeling right now?”), Welzer et al. asked intewees to elaborate, give
examples, and clarify their narratives. Similak¥elzer et al., my questions
probed for further details about the family stoif@3o you know how many
people your father employed in the factory?” “Wtatyou know about your
great grandfather?”) as well as reflections (“Yguandmother lived through
some very difficult years in Germany, in the Nagripd. So how did that affect
your visits to Germany or how you felt about thagals?”).

As | will discuss in the conclusion, some oral biigins are skeptical of
the family interview method. Most significantly,tust be noted that the vast
majority of oral historians have not engaged wiiils tinethod. Almost all English-
language literature about family and generatiornainory, for example, is based

® On the life story interview method common in Gennpeactice, see von Plato,
“Contemporary Witnesses.”

9 This procedure emerges from research conductééimany on the generation
that “witnessed” the Nazi period , along with thehildren and grandchildren.
This method could also be used to explore how ajdeerations participate in
shaping the family memories of younger generations.

1 Welzer et al.Opa war kein Nazi213.

12 RosenthalPer Holocaust 14.
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on one-on-one interviews, albeit sometimes with imers of several
generationg?

The three-generational interview method is closeked to the concept
of “communicative memory” developed by Jan Assmanad Harald Welzer. We
have long left behind the idea of individual memasya computer-like system of
storage and retrieval and instead view memory@mseess. Cognitive
psychology and neurosciences have helped us bettierstand how memory
works through interactive communicatithyet, when we speak of “collective
memory” we often fall back to rather vague desaim that work mostly in a

13 Evelyn Nakano Glennssei, Nisei, Warbride. Three Generations of Jagane
American Women in Domestic ServiPailadelphia: Temple University Press,
1986); Rina Benmayor, et al., “Stories To Live Byontinuity and Change in
Three Generations of Puerto Rican Women,The Myths We Live Bgds. Paul
Thompson and Raphael Samuelson (London: Routld®@$8€); Corrine Azen
Krause Grandmothers, Mothers, and Daughters: Oral Histered Three
Generations of Ethnic American Wom@&oston: Twayne, 1991); Daniel Bertaux
and Paul Thompson, ed$he International Yearbook of Oral History and Life
Stories, Vol. 2: Between Generations. Family Moddighs, and Memories
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993); Tamara &lan, “The Search for
Generational Memory, " i@ral History: An Interdisciplinary Anthology™ ed.,
eds. David K. Dunaway and Willa K. Baum (Walnut €keCA: AltaMira Press,
1996), 241-56; Edite Noivdnside Ethnic Families: Three Generations of
Portuguese-Canadian®lontreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1997);
Pamela Sugiman, “Passing Time, Moving Memoriegrreting Wartime
Narratives of Japanese Canadian Womelistoire Sociale/Social Histor$6, 73
(2004), 51-79; Sally Alexander, ’Do Grandmas Halwsbands?” Generational
Memory and Twentieth-Century Women'’s LiveQfal History Reviews6, 2
(Summer/Fall 2009), 159-176; Mary Chamberlain, ‘iaac Memories:
Community, Individuality, and Creativity — A Lifet&ies PerspectiveOral
History Review6, 2 (Summer/Fall 2009), 177-187; Daniela Koléixgughters’
Stories: Family Memory and Generational Amnes@ral History Reviews6, 2
(Summer/Fall 2009), 188-206.

14 Jerome Bruneicts of MeaningCambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1990):; Bruner,
Actual Minds, Possible World€ambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1996); Donald E. PolkinghornBlarrative Knowing and the Human Sciences
(Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1988); Polkinghorne, “Naive and Self-Concept,”
Journal of Narrative and Life History, 2&3 (1991), 135-153; Harald Welzer,
Das kommunikative Gedachtnigne Theorie der Erinnerun@’® ed. (Munich:
Beck, 2008).
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metaphorical sens8.Jan Assmann’s intervention takes us a critical &teward
in better understanding how collective memory works

Assmann differentiates collective memory by distiisging “cultural
memory” and “communicative memory>"Cultural memory is defined as a
society’s long-term memory. Communicative memorthies short-term memory
that is maintained by the living three to four gatiens, stretching over a span of
some eighty years and continually moving forwartinme. Communicative
memory “includes those varieties of collective meyrat are based exclusively
on everyday communications. These varieties, whifdurice] Halbwachs
gathered and analyzed under the concept of caleeatiemory, constitute the
field of oral history.*” Communicative memory is based on the fleetingtabis,
disorganized, unspecialized communication betwesple who may alternate
between the roles of storyteller and listener. Camication among students on
the school yard, within the family around the k&ahtable, among colleagues at
the water cooler, or among strangers in the supdehare examples of such
everyday communication. “Through this manner of pamication, each
individual composes a memory which, as Halbwaclssshawn, is (a) socially
mediated and (b) relates to a grodpPeople do not communicate with just
anyone, but are connected through group membetséiip the family, a
neighbourhood group, a political party, or a natitivery individual belongs to
numerous such groups and therefore entertains musepllective self-images
and memories®®

Harald Welzer has further developed the concepbofmunicative
memory by applying it to the individual and the fgmHe is particularly
interested in how communicative memory is not symnsferred or transmitted
from one generation to the néltbut how it is continually negotiated and

15> Geoffrey CubittHistory and MemoryManchester: Manchester University
Press, 2007), 6.

16 Jan Assmann, “Kollektives Gedachtnis und kulterédlentitat,” inKultur und
Gedachtniseds. Jan Assmann and Tonio Holscher (FrankfurtBdhrkamp,
1988), 9-19; also see the very literal and thusras difficult to understand
English translation by John Czaplicka, “CollectMemory and Cultural
Identity,” New German Critiqué5 (Spring/Summer 1995), 125-133.

17 Assmann, “Collective Memory,” 126.

% bid., 127.

' pid.

20 As described, for example, in Donald A. Ritclideing Oral History. A
Practical Guide 2" ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), 230-1
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constructed, often through stories about the pastengender historical
interpretationgn passant*

In their bookOpa war kein NaZiOpa was not a Nazi], Welzer and his
colleagues described communicative structureshislatexplain how families
construct memory. Two of those, “interpretive pat$2 and “empty speaking”
(leeres Sprechérare central to the analysis in this articlé have added the
notion of “foundational family stories” and “los$ @etail” as two other narrative
structures. | explain these concepts later on.

The purpose, then, of my group interview with thebert family was to
see communicative memory in action. As in all imi&wing, however, | could not
be an outside observer. As | will note throughoytanalysis, | was a participant
in this communicative activity, albeit not as a ntemof the family group.

Interviews and Participants

Three members of the Hiebert family are at thereewitthis study: Irma Hiebert;
her daughter, Nancy Pauls; and her granddaugh#ela Schulz.

Irma Hiebert (nee Busch) was born in Hamburg in9l@to a middle-
class family. Her mother, Helene (nee Broders 892}, was a housewife, her
father, Wilhelm (b. 1895), owned a tool-making tagtand a store that sold
second-hand hardware. After tenth grade, in 193&he#t worked for seventeen
years in her father’s office. The family lived inaage, six-room rental apartment
and employed domestic servants. Hiebert explaingdshe was too old to be in
the Hitler Youth, unlike her sister, Leni (b. 1928hd her brother, Willy (b.
1925). Willy died in 1943. Later that year, in Ju943, Allied bombs destroyed
the store. The family evacuated its apartment aodewh into the grandmother’s
mansion on Hamburg’s outskirts. After the war, ft@er re-built the store and
helped the Allies dismantle machinery. Hiebert'stineo died in 1947, and when
her father remarried shortly thereafter, Irma’siienship with him soured. She
decided to leave Hamburg. At the age of 34, in 1868 immigrated to Canada,
where she worked as a domestic servant for a Jéansity in Winnipeg until she
married a Mennonite man from Winkler, ManitobalB8b4. He had served in the
Canadian air force in England during the war anérex the Netherlands and
Germany as part of the occupation force. From 183862, they lived at a
military base in Germany. Hiebert’'s husband died0A0. They have two
daughters, a son, and five grandchildren.

! Harald WelzerPas kommunikative Gedachtnis. Eine Theorie derrigninng
2" ed. (Munich: Beck, 2008 [2002]).
22 \Welzer et al.Opa war kein Nazi
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Hiebert was among a quarter of a million German ignamts to come to
postwar Canada. She was one of 25,000 single Genoaren who intended to
work as a maid in a Canadian household. Her expazief working for a Jewish
family right after the war was not uncommon for g German immigrants.
Neither was her experience of marrying shortlyrdier arrival in Canad®.

Nancy Pauls was born in Germany in 1959. Afterfémeily’s return to
Winnipeg, she completed school and became interasteligion. At age
eighteen, she married a Mennonite man, and thewalsath and a daughter. They
separated in 1999. Since high school, Pauls hasdrauls jobs in a day-care, a
small business, and a retail setting. In 1980 w&eamong the founding
members of an independent church. She has madwbase on Home Street into
a home not only for her mother and her children abso for her extended family
and friends. While there have been several stuafipsstwar German
immigrants, we know virtually nothing about thelnldren or grandchildren, and
they themselves have produced few textual soutomstdheir experiences of
growing up German in Canada.

Karla Schulz was born in Winnipeg in 1985. Her neotis Irma Hiebert’s
daughter, Jackie; her father, Theodore, is a Meitmarho worked for a credit
union. From age six to ten, she lived in New Bruickywvhere Hiebert visited her
three times. At age fourteen, she moved to Rohlsmall town in Southern
Manitoba, where “there was a lot of racism and gesteral hatred for people who
thought they were different. | was already old egtothat that really bothered me
in a way | wanted to do something about.” Her motbkl her stories of being
called “Kraut” at school, but she herself neverengnced anything negative
related to her German background. By the time seeleven, she knew that she
was gay and that she could not tell her parents.c8hfided in her older sister
and brother. Eventually, she broke with her parantsafter graduating from high
school in 2003, she moved in with Hiebert and Padigsnily. Shortly before,
Hiebert had taken Schulz on a trip to Germany Witlals and a number of other

23 Alexander Freund, “Identity in Immigration: Selb@ceptualization and Myth
in the Narratives of German Immigrant Women in \@aneer, B.C., 1950-1960"
(Master’s thesis, Simon Fraser University, 1994¢urd,Aufbriiche nach dem
Zusammenbruch. Die deutsche Nordamerika-Auswanderach dem Zweiten
Weltkrieg(Gottingen: V&R unipress, 2004); Hans Werrlaragined Homes:
Soviet German Immigrants in Two Citi@¥innipeg: University of Manitoba
Press, 2007). A good overview of the history ofiGans in Canada, with further
references, is provided by Gerhard Bassler, “Gegyiam The Encyclopedia of
Canada's People@oronto: Published for the Multicultural Historp&8ety of
Ontario by the University of Toronto Press, 1998illine at
http://www.multiculturalcanada.ca/Encyclopedia/AgZ/
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family members. Hiebert took all of her childrerdagrandchildren to Germany at
some point in their lives. Schulz was twenty yeddsat the time of the interview
and a student at the University of Winnipeg. The¢hvomen are among 2.7
million Canadians (and 109,000 Winnipeggers) whad01 identified, at least in
part, as Germaff.

Had | been in Canada in 2001, | too would havetifled as German. |
grew up in Hamburg, spent one of my teenage yeatsei United States, began
university studies in Hamburg and lived in Vancay®ritish Columbia, for
three years while | completed my M.A. in Histonhig is where | first became
interested in German immigrants and interviewedesofrthem. From 1995 to
2002, | lived in Germany and later again in thetBaiStates; from there | moved
to Winnipeg in 2002. Having grown up in a small fgnand, after age nine, with
no relative alive who had lived during the Thirdiékeas an adult, | had heard
only few stories about that time period. | was ausi to find out how a three-
generational family talked about the Nazi past.

All three women were interviewed individually in@®by my research
assistant, Angela Thiessen, a German-speaking Méerfoom Winnipeg and
then undergraduate student at the University ofiipeg. | chose to interview all
three women as a group in 2006 because they ensseghéhree generations,
including a member of the first generation who heeld through the Third Reich
as an adult. Furthermore, they seemed to be wilbrgpeak about the Nazi past. |
spent three hours at their home, two of which wecerded. There was
immediate rapport, in part because Thiessen haelalgad a trusting relationship
and in part because | am from Irma Hiebert's hornvatof Hamburg. This
rapport did not diminish even when | asked diffiayliestions about the family’s
involvement in the Nazi state.

During the group interview, | let the family remsige together. If needed,
| intervened by directly asking family members #oresponse to the topic that we
were discussing at the moment. As | was conduc¢kiagnterview, my impression
was that Pauls dominated the interview and thosuded on encouraging Schulz
to participate. My initial sense after the intewieas that Hiebert had
participated more at the beginning of the intervaawd less so later on, as she
seemed to become tired. A rough quantitative arsayjsows that the three family

24 Statistics Canada, Census 2001, Population bytselethnic origins, by
province and territory (single and multiple respes)s
http://www40.statcan.ca/l01/cst01/demo26a.Hast accessed on 18 March 2010;
Statistics Canada, Census 2001, Population bytedlethnic origins, by census
metropolitan areas (Winnipeq), http://www40.statcafi01/cst01/demo27s.htm
last accessed on 18 March 2010.
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members participated equally and that this wasnayc interview in which all
four participants engaged and no one dominated.

Foundational Family Stories

“From countless incidents, families choose a fawiss to pass on, the funniest
or perhaps the most telling,” S. J. Zeitlin etshate inA Celebration of American
Family Folklore? Indeed, in the course of the interviews, sevemles about
Hiebert's life in the Third Reich and the postwaripd emerged as central in the
family’s communicative memory. | call these “foutidaal family stories,”
because they are the foundation on which otherestare built and they act as a
foundation for the family unit. The three foundatibfamily stories about the
Third Reich were about Hiebert’s brother, Willyetfate of Hiebert's homosexual
co-worker, Mr. Erjardt; and the bombing of Hamburge foundational family
stories about the postwar period and Hiebert’s atign centred on Hiebert's
decision to emigrate; getting a job as a maidJewish Canadian home with the
help of Jewish German friends; and her marriageNMennonite man of peasant
background. Thus, all foundational family storieseeged from Hiebert’s
experiences rather than those of Pauls or Schetz.all three participated in
selecting and highlighting certain stories. And kefall family members believed
that they were telling the same story, there wararaber of significant
differences between those stories. In the followlrfgcus on the Third Reich
stories.

As Ruth Finnegan points out, “[the] explicit cryiizamtion of a family’s
shared memories also results from a family histwripdividual autobiography
being written or recorded.” Thus, family memories are not simply formed and
frozen at one moment in time and then “performedrand over again. Rather,
their crystallization is always shaped by the comitative situation. This can be
the writing of a family history or autobiography Binnegan notes, but also a
family interview. It is therefore important to rember that these foundational

%5 Of the 635 statements, Hiebert contributed 22684B®auls 197 (31%), Schulz
98 (15%) and | 114 (18%). My statements were ugwlort, thus contributing
only 7% of the overall word count in the transgriphile Schulz’s were quite
long (25%) and Pauls’s (32%) and Hiebert's (37%@raye.

265, J. Zeitlin, A. J. Kotkin, H.C. Baker, eda.Celebration of American Family
Folklore (New York: Pantheon Books, 1982), 2.

2" Ruth Finnegan, “Family Myths, Memories and Intewing,” in Studying
Family and Community History: 19th and 20th CergariVolume 1: From
Family Tree to Family Historyeds. Ruth Finnegan and Michael Drake
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 127-
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family stories were created in the context of miewvs. We heard family stories
that were selected from the family’s repertoir@nécdotes and rearranged by the
narrators. These family stories were, in other gpfdrystallizing” as we
recorded them.

During the interviews, Pauls and Schulz also dbsdrhow they had
learned the stories. Hence, a meta-narrative abtargenerational storytelling
was told?®

Oma’s Brother’s Death?®

Irma Hiebert began her life story with her brotketeath: “I came over to Canada
in 1953, because [...] we had a death in our family,brother died very
suddenly. My mother died twelve [sic] years lated #hen my father married
again after ten months. | was working for my fati¥e just did not get along
after that.® Hiebert repeated this sequence of events seweres throughout the
interviews. The brother’s death was tightly intemen with the bombing of
Hamburg, the mother’s death, the father's remagriagd her own emigration.
The decade 1943-1954 is at the centre of hertliiey and constituted the major
turning point of her lifé’*

In the course of the interview, she revealed furtietails about the nature
and circumstances of Willy’'s death. The second sime mentioned it, she
explained that he had died of a brain hemorrhagterl_she elaborated:

It was a very severe hemorrhage. But he was adestéhe Nazis. My
children tell me sometimes, there was a movie, dailledSwing Kids*

He had friends, he was still in school, he wasegirtl guess and they
liked American music and they had maybe sort afoag, | do not know.
| do not remember much of that but they arrested hiaybe some of the
other friends too, | guess. Then for three weekédredsad to go to jail on
the weekend. That was in 1942. And he died in 1943.

28 | have edited the quotes from the transcriptskarity, omitting broken-off
words and sentences, reformulations, hesitatiorsrepetitions unless they add
additional meaning for the purpose of this analysis

29 For an interview excerpt, see the attached adifid.c

%0 Irma Hiebert, interview by Angela Thiessen, Wiredp14 July 2005.

31 Gunter Burkart, “Biographische Ubergange und retie Entscheidungen,”
BIOS. Zeitschrift fur Biographieforschung und Okibtory 8, 1 (1995), 59-88.
%2 This is probably a reference to the maSigingkidsdir. Thomas Carter, USA
1993. How films affect memory is discussed by Wetteal.,Opa war kein Nazi
ch. 5.
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Swing Kids were apolitical bourgeois teenagers,tipas Hamburg, but also in
other German cities, during the Nazi period. Thejpyed listening to Jazz,
wearing long hair, dressing loudly, and dancingllyil They were harassed by
the Gestapo and Hitler Youth for being so differieam the Nazi ideal of
youth>? Irma Hiebert continued:

| do not know what they [Nazis] did to him in thdbeee weekends that
he was there but maybe they told him: “Do notaeybody what we did

or what happened to you.” Maybe that happenedublitrne a year after
when he had this brain hemorrhage. My oldest dauglackie was

saying, we talked about it not too long ago, tiad anything to do with it,
that they hit him over the head. | do not know vieyhad the hemorrhage.
[...] 1 do not know if it had anything to do withliut sometimes you just
wonder.

In the family interview, Hiebert added: “That wa®pably a medical
reason, you know, | talked to my doctor at thaetkmmaybe his veins were too
thin or maybe that was the reason, you know.”

Much of Hiebert’s story is corroborated by docunsantthe Hamburg
State Archives. In mid-October 1942, Hiebert's hest Wilhelm Busch, served
two weekends in jail for illegally purchasing a obxer.He was sentenced along
with twelve other teenagers who had participatédlisseminating obscene
literature,” theft, illegal trade and sale of c&ffatationary, and firearms. While
investigating these offences, the Gestapo alseaell information about Swing
youth of the groups “Bismarckclub” and “Kaffee-HaBusch died from a brain
haemorrhage on 30 May 1943 in the Altona Childréfdspital®

How did the next two generations speak about Hisberemory? In her
individual interview, Pauls did not mention thergt® Schulz mentioned it a few
times without giving much detail beyond the poithigt he had been sick, in
prison, and in the Hitler Youth, and that he haetidf It is only through the
family interview that we get a better sense of libgy remembered this story. In

33 Michael H. KaterDifferent Drummers: Jazz in the Culture of Nazi @any
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), esp. 123-&erman Swing Youth,”
http://www.return2style.de/amiswhei.hthast accessed on 13 March 2010.

3 State Archives of Hamburg, 213-11 Staatsanwalfstlaadgericht —
Strafsachen, 1663/45; Ulf Bollmann, State Archigéslamburg, email to author,
17 February 20009.

% Nancy Pauls, interview by Angela Thiessen, Wingjg8 August 2005.

3 Karla Schulz, interview by Angela Thiessen, Wiregp19 August 2005.
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the group interview, Pauls and Schulz explainedttiey had “always known”
the story. Schulz said: “You're a kid and your pase your mom is talking to
your grandmother and you put it together. No orexr eat me down and told me
about this, but just over the years | knew he wgail and | knew that he had
been taken in that manner and then that he had’ dladls added: “I remember
growing up and you hear little pieces and you laelétle bit more of the picture.”
Referring to a photograph of Willy which Hiebertptén her bedroom, the family
discussion quoted in the introduction developed.

After Hiebert mentioned that her brother and sidteth had to join that
Hitler Youth,” Schulz commented that she always ‘ldte my family were also
victims in this. And the German people were alsuims of what happened.”
Schulz explained that she did not want to excus@lpevho ignored what was
happening, but that for Hiebert it must have seehwgxkless to do anything
against the Nazis. She went on to state that he felnguilty about this: “I
didn’t feel like she had carelessly stood by anevkrvhat was happening but just
couldn’t be bothered. It wasn't that way at allwhs just this futile feeling of
wanting to change it and wanting it to not be haypg” Pauls then brought up
the idea of “balance”: “I feel like the stories yoel told, Mama, are about trying
to balance not saying the wrong thing at the wriomg. You've talked about how
teachers in school would say to kids, ‘if you hgawr parents saying something
bad about the Nazis or against Hitler, you haveport your parents.” That was
always kind of a freaky thing.”

Hiebert and Pauls also recounted that the famitiyreaeived Willy's
military draft papers half a year after his de&ttebert commented: “My sister
and I, we always thought, why did he have to died At that point we said,
‘Now we know why he died. He didn’t have to figlor the Nazis.’ | don’t know,
it was something we thought. Maybe God thought hetsgoing to do that. |
don’t know [laughs]. You find something, you thiakout things like that.”
“Well, you do Mama,” Pauls agreed “because | médon’'t know your parents
well enough to say how they behaved with you ckiddor what they taught you.
But | know your sister and | know you. And | caneonceive that your brother,
coming from the same family, would have wanteddbtffor the Nazis.”

When | asked her why she was certain about thigsRdaborated: “The
two most amazing women on the planet, as far | ancerned, would be my
mother and my Tante [aunt] Leni. And | mean, she tha same, in that she had
incredibly strong, passionate, very articulateifeg about the rights of others
and how you respect people no matter where thefr@reand who they are. This
is what God wants us to be doing.” Together witkbirt, Pauls then described
one of her aunt’s visits to Winnipeg. One day, thagne across Aboriginals
protesting in downtown. Her sister, Hiebert recaliganted to join” the protest.
“And then | went into an argument with her in GenridPauls then vividly
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described the scene of the two women arguing irm@erin front of the protest
about the situation of Aboriginals in Canada.

At the end of the interview, Schulz summarized W&listory: “He died,
he was not killed by the Nazis but that idea — thadl was a familiar story that
they felt, her and her sister, almost that thers aveeason that he died and this
was the reason. And that they were like almosefuhfor the death of their
brother because it saved him from that.”

The three women agreed on the basic facts of Wiliygath but ascribed it
different meanings and used it in different waysspite the importance of her
brother’s death to her own life, Hiebert’s facttedounting is sparse. Yet, if her
memory is failing and if she gave more detailsarlier years, they are not
provided by Pauls and Schulz, who tell the storthair own ways. Hiebert
offered a detached description of Willy’'s deathjakihcould not be clearly
ascribed to a medical problem, Nazi brutality, @d@ intervention. Throughout
the interviews, Hiebert emphasized that “I hateNlazis until | die,” but if her
brother’s death was any motivation for this hatés invisible in her story. Pauls
and Schulz used this episode to explain how theyémrned family stories, how
they were confronted with different interpretati@ischool, and to offer their
own interpretations, depicting their family membassvictims of war and Nazi
terror and as heroes who fight for tolerance aaddom.

The “Gay Man” in Oma’s Office ®’

The story of Herr Erjardt, the “gay man” in Omaféiae, played an important
role in Schulz’s life story. Hiebert did not mentithe story in her individual
interview. Pauls referenced the story to explairy sie believed her grandfather
had not supported the Nazis or believed in Naalagy: “The fact that there was
a man who was a homosexual who worked in my grameifg factory [sic], and
they took him away, and just the horror of that] arst the — there is nothing that
you can do. Obviously, my grandfather had no pmobhgth him working there,
and him as a person.” She described the situat@“struggle” for her
grandfather. While for Pauls, this story was abbmrtgrandfather, for Schulz, it
was about Oma’s values and her own struggles. $etad rejected by her
parents because of her homosexuality. Her Oma wgset” about “how my

mom could not handle it and how my mom was horrdtdeut it. Oma, she gets
really passionate about this because of the Nahere was a gay man in their
office and he got taken and that sort of thing #ibte, horrible that it happened
to her and | would probably prefer if she was telibit intolerant and had not had
to have those experiences.”

37 For an interview excerpt, see the attached adii®®c
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In the group interview, Schulz introduced this gt@escribing their visit
to Hamburg in 2003, the story “came up,” Schulzlsas they were looking for
the location of the family store. Later in the miew, Pauls referred to the story
to explain how her grandfather had balanced thd teeurvive and his rejection
of the Nazis. Hiebert added further details: “Therst police phoned and wanted
to talk to my father and then they did and thery tteame over. And this young
man, he was with us a long time. They believed &g gay. Paragraph 75 [sic],
and they remember. Anyway, they came and pickedupirand | don’t know
what happened later to him.”

The Nazi state prosecuted male homosexuals undeotistitution’s
paragraph 175, which had been on the books bdiferBlazi seizure of power, but
was made more severe in 1935. Even before thenpgayhad been arrested,
imprisoned, put in concentration camps, and foycdalstrated. Mr. Erjardt may
have been one of the 50,000 men sentenced for turah@ex” and identified in
concentration camps with a pink triangle. Therd@yever, no record of him in
the Hamburg State Archivés.

Schulz and Pauls explained how this experience rHaelgert, and
consequently her children and grandchildren, tolera

Schulz: Going through that experience made Oma aysgrson who
cared about minorities and who cared about righteveryone. [...] That
was always this really important lesson that shaeld/teach us. [...] That
always made me really proud. How much Oma caredtahose things
and how angry she would still feel and how she gdastood up and was
not quiet, like, ever in my growing up about issliks that. And didn’t let
the fact that she was an old grandmother stoprber wanting to go in
the gay pride parade. [...] If she has somethingogtieves in, not being
able to stand up for what she believed in, in tima¢, | think really caused
her to teach all of us that we have to treasurdreedom in Canada. [...]
Pauls: It has translated to all of your grandcleifdithat sense of tolerance
and acceptance of other people, and in a way thaaye willing to stand
up and fight for.

38 After the war, neither the Allies nor the two Gemrgovernments recognized
homosexuals as victims of the Nazis. In fact, Paalg 175 in its 1935 version
continued to be in effect in West Germany until9@@d in its pre-1935 “milder”
form in East Germany until 1968. Michael BurleigidaVolfgang Wippermann,
The Racial State. Germany 1933-19€ambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1991), 183, 197. See the monument for homosexating of Nazi persecution
at http://www.Isvd.de/gedenk-ort/eng-chronicle.htm
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When asked how they would explain why the Nazisgauted gays, Schulz and
Pauls began a dialogue about different interpiatatiSchulz had taken a
university course on the politics of racism andadom this knowledge to argue
that “it wasn’t just the Jewish people, it was nadlgthandicapped people and
gypsies and gay people [...], anyone who wasn’t agfahis new race that Hitler
was trying to create” was persecuted. Pauls irdtgeto say that “there is an
insanity level to it [...]; bottom line for me it has do with him [Hitler] being
utterly insane. But also there is this sort of madntality or where you —
everybody kind of gets on this bandwagon that sagsare better than they are
and we can make ourselves better somehow, the weostep on them. Which
makes me ashamed not so much to be German asitorian.” Schulz explained
that she had studied “the roots of fascism” at ersity, “all the theories, of like,
how can you explain this apparently very insaneghAnd | don’t think you can
just say it was because German people hated Jeetglie, it had always been
so. Or it was just a mob mentality. | think thesgretty calculated planning and
pretty rationalized evil there. | believe there teees in modernity and all that
kind of thing of-- just reading about the factondahow it got turned into, you
know, we are going to create profit or we are gaogreate death.” Pauls then
drew the connection to the family and ethnic grexperience: “It is something
we will all at different points look at differentgnd perhaps more specifically
because it's a part of our history through Omaa imay that, if we were
Ukrainian or if we were Serbian or something, waulddook at the historical
things differently. We look at the German thingBesently.” Schulz agreed: “It
has always been really important for me to undedsthat situation as well as
possible because of my own family’s involvementhat.”

Similar to the story about Willy’s death, the thgomen agreed on the
basic facts of Mr. Erjahrt’s story, which were szisaand provided solely by Irma
Hiebert. Only Pauls and Schulz told the story fifedént ways and used it for
different purposes. For Pauls, it explained hendfather’s “balancing act”
during the Nazi period, whereas Schulz drew orstbey to talk about both,
homosexuality — an issue of great personal impoean her — and her
grandmother’s values — values that she but (arsdghonly implied) not her
parents shared.

The Bombing of Hamburg*®
The bombing of Hamburg, the destruction of “fathestore,” and the family’s

evacuation was a major part of Hiebert’s life st@ke first mentioned this
sequence of events when asked about her father:

39 For an interview excerpt, see the attached auliicc
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He had a big hardware store in Hamburg with altikiof tools. That was
destroyed during the war at one time, in 1943, wthewy really came over
to destroy German cities and they really startatd Wiamburg, | think.

[...] Hamburg was burning from one side to the otfi¢trere were a lot of
people who lost everything. And people died intth@isements. And then
my father decided — we had a place outside of Hagwwhere my
grandmother lived. He decided to move out there.

In their one-on-one interviews, Nancy Pauls memtibthe bombing of Hamburg
only briefly. Karla Schulz mentioned the bombingemtexplaining what stories
Oma told and how she felt about them: “especialtigmwwe were walking around
in Hamburg, and Oma — she still gets so upset abarything and she also gets
So upset about thinking how her city was destraymdihow parts of her home got
bombed, and she knew it had to happen and she ikme®&d to be stopped what
was happening.” She also said that the night the stas hit, Oma “had been in
the building but then had left, near misses lika.thShe preferred to ask her aunt
about the bombing and other stories, Schulz saichlse she did not want to
upset her grandmother.

In the family interview, Hiebert added further distathe bombing started
on a weekend while the family was at her grandm&thmeansion, about thirty
kilometres outside of the city. After Schulz ongaia explained her Oma’s
“conflict” about the destruction on the one hand &s necessity to stop the Nazis
on the other, Pauls stated that her mother’s géaeras well as her own “carry a
sense of responsibility and shame for what Gernalichg@uring the war.” She saw
this as evidence that Germany had changed. Carsadia® said, could not
imagine what it was like to live through the waauls mentioned again that she
wished she had known her grandfather so that shid teear from him what it
was like for him during the war.” Hiebert respondsddescribing the store and
the factory. Pauls commented that she was “alwayg amazed” that the factory
survived through the war and the occupation. Whasked whether the factory
supplied the war industry, the following sequeneeeadoped:

Hiebert: Yes, | don't-- yes, | think maybe he d@f. repaired things like
that. This is some kind of a thing to stay alivart ®f.

Pauls: Yes.

Hiebert: Because the Nazis came there too, whewanevas started.
What we can do for them, or if not, they will clasd mean this all these
things, you know.
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Pauls: Well, that's the kind of thing that wouldveabeen expected, |
mean. And then they had a fancy car, and they tioek fancy car and,
you know, things like that’

After Hiebert explained the circumstances about hewparents were forced to
sell the car to Nazi “big shots,” Pauls and Sclsalizl that they knew the story.
Questioned more about the factory, Hiebert saitigbme of the workers were
drafted into the army and that her father alwaggired replacements through the
unemployment office. By the end of the war, onertpraof all workers in Nazi
Germany were slaves and forced labourers. Therdfasked whether her father
also got workers from the Neuengamme concentratomp, which was the main
supplier of forced labour in Hamburg:

Freund: So there would have been no workers freenthe camp
Neuengamme, for example.

Hiebert: No. | don't think so.

Freund: Did you visit Neuengamme in Hamburg, wheua were there?
Hiebert: I'll tell you what, |1 don’t even know th#tere was Neuengamme.
| mean, sure, | know the name, but that was — tivere eighty
concentration camps. Maybe some people think dhieg, sure she
should have known, but | really didn’t. A lot ofhetr places, | know a

little bit from this friend of my sister, Inge, wivaas married to Kurt then
after. And | know a little bit from her, like aboliheresienstadt, you
know, from her father. Buchenwald and all these egmuschwitz, they
were absolutely not — | had no idea about themlareder heard about the
names until the war was over. You know. Maybe pedphk, they don’t
believe that, but it's true, you know.

Freund: Yes.

Schulz: Well there is always this idea that peajitin’'t know because
they didn’t want to know and because they didnfec8ut like | just

don’t believe that about my grandmother. Like | ddelieve that she,
like, heard enough to know if she’'d been willinghink about it. You
know. Like | am sure there were people like that.

0 According to a Military Government of Germany qiimsnaire, filled out by
Wilhelm Busch, Busch was not a member of the NSDA#& only Nazi
organization he joined, in 1942, was the Nationatdstische Volkswohlfahrt
(NSV, National Socialist People’s Welfare). Statrelfives of Hamburg, 211-11
Staatskommissar fur die Entnazifizierung und Katesgerung, | (E) 2333.
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The bombing was brought up again when | asked tioell stories about the
postwar period and when Hiebert talked about heband’s service in the
Canadian air force during the war. He had serveddsapply unit in England and
so | asked about his involvement in the bombinglafmburg.

Freund: The crews that he supplied from Englandjlevthey have been
part of those that bombed Hamburg?

Hiebert: | don’t know.

Freund: That's not something that you talked about?

Hiebert: | would not know that.

Pauls: But when you think about it, they could hdt/s a little creepy.

The bombing was discussed one last time when Wwedalbout the family’s
participation in Remembrance Day ceremonies in Ganall three had
ambivalent feelings about these commemorationsléMnshing to respect
Canadians’ need to grieve for the war dead, thagddhe association with
militarism and nationalism troubling. In this dission, Pauls briefly mentioned
the bombing of London — a central story in Canadalkective memory of the
Second World War. In response, Hiebert juxtapostemthe bombing of Dresden,
which “wasn’t necessary.” When Schulz explainedeivthe whole world will

kill people to stop you from killing people,” Hietieesponded that the bombing
of Dresden was “a political thing.”

Again, Hiebert provided all the details of thergisparse as they were,
while Pauls and Schulz focused on interpretingné asing it for various
purposes. As in the story of Mr. Erjardt, Pauls &catiulz got a few basic facts
wrong. For instance, Pauls remembered Mr. Erjaadking in the factory rather
than the office and Schulz recalled her Oma bastaping the bombing when
she was actually outside of the city; | will retuonthese points below.

The three wartime stories described here werenpauat in the family
interview but played different roles in the indival interviews. The death of
Hiebert's brother was important to Hiebert, becauseas the beginning of a
major turning point in her life that ended with meigration to Canada. It played a
very minor role in Pauls’s and Schulz’s life stsriélerr Erjardt’s story was
important to Schulz but not to Hiebert or Paulse Bombing of Hamburg and its
consequences was particularly important to Hielmeu;h less so to Schulz and
Pauls. In the family interview, however, the thvemen showed that they were
well acquainted with the stories (if not necesgahk details) and had interpreted
them in certain ways. Hiebert's interpretation Wastual” and “objective.” She
provided details, albeit sparse. Her descriptioasaithin” rather than “thick.”
Pauls’s and Schulz’s telling had few details ahot ®f evaluation.
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During the interviews, both Pauls and Schulz adithat they did not
ask the very hard questions because they wera afféine answers. Pauls
explained, “You want to ask the questions but somest you do not want to
know”; Schulz said that she would not ask Oma qaoestike: “Did you know
more than maybe even you allow yourself to remefiliBespite these
hesitations, they were open to considering diffiamd troubling questions during
the interviews.

Interpretive Patterns, “Empty Speaking,” and Loss d Detalil

The Hiebert family’'s memories about Oma’s life in2l Germany were not a
random sample of stories recalled from a reperwfi@necdotes. These stories
had “crystallized” over the years through repeasdiniscing and telling in ever-
changing circumstances. Yet, they were not simpline performances of fixed
stories. Family memories and stories are in con$iaxy crystallization is an
ongoing process, which continues both inside ansia® of the interview space.
When we interview a family, we are not simply reting their “finished” stories.
Rather, their stories are changed in the coursieeointerviews. The particular
setting of the interview leads to both a new aresmgnt of stories and variations
in them; certain facts may be withheld for instanidee Hiebert family’s stories
were told in a specific and unusual manner, inrged in which members
decided to share stories with a wider audienceimmdich a historian elicited
further details and reflections. In this situatitme stories were open to changes
and diverse interpretations.

Despite this unique communicative situation, sorfda® underlying
narrative structures were not specific to the sibuma “Interpretive patterns” and
“empty speaking” are two such structures that Wednel his colleagues
identified in interviews with German familiés! would add “loss of detail,” a
phenomenon described but not theorized by Welzak ,eds another structure that
seems pertinent when trying to explain how famiiesk on their
communicative memories.

“1\Welzer et al.Opa war kein Nazi
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These narrative structures are functions of “iniptitemory.”? While
explicit memory is the conscious attempt to reeplsodes from the past, implicit
memory encompasses what we unconsciously remefakglicit and implicit
memories are closely interconnected, because impiEmories “frame” and
constitute explicit memories. Statements emergiagnfimplicit memory are
formulated “not as memories, but as convictiotidrhplicit memory includes
“images” (topoi) and contextual argumernie(tungsmusteor interpretive
patternd®). When German families talk about the Nazi past|2&t et al. argue
that their explicit memories are often framed oidgd by images or stereotypes
of “the (bad) Russian,” “the (good) American,” “tfrech) Jew,” or “the
Germans.” Interpretive patterns are complex argusngunch as “Germans and
Jews are definitely two different groups of pedpte,there was little resistance
to the Nazis because “human beings” are easily podatied?” or “one was forced
to join the National Socialist German Workers’ RgNationalsozialistische
Deutsche Arbeiterpartei); one could not act otheeviecause of one’s economic
situation or becauseveryonewas doing it.*® Images and interpretive patterns,
even when they are not explicitly mentioned, sawéntergenerational points of
reference for family stories. They allow differg@nerations to unconsciously
and tacitly agree on some basic assumptions abeuyddst that they traverse in
their conversation.

Such tacit assumptions structured the Hiebert fasndiscussions about
the Nazi past. In the story about her father'sdacsupplying the war industry,
Hiebert explained that “he did not work for the IdaZ...] This is some kind of a
thing to stay alive.” Pauls agreed: “That’s theckof thing that would have been
expected.” While Hiebert referred to this explaoata few times, for Pauls it was
the main interpretative pattern for telling herrgitather’s story. The tacit

2 This is based on Welzer et dbpa war kein Nazil35. Welzer et al.’s
argument rests on the description of implicit meymdiscussed by Peter Graf and
Daniel L. Schacter, “Implicit and Explicit MemoryoFNew Associations in
Normal Subjects and Amnesic Patientipurnal of Experimental Psychology:
Learning, Memory, and Cognitiahl (1985), 501-518; Daniel L. Schacter,
Searching For Memory. The Brain, the Mind, andRiast(New York: Basic
Books, 1996).

*3\Welzer et al.Opa war kein Nazil36.

4 OnDeutungsmusten discourse analysis, see Reiner Keller, “Anaigsi
Discourse: An Approach From the Sociology of Knadge,” Historical Social
Research-Historische Sozialforschusilg 2 (2006), 223-42.

*>\Welzer et al.Opa war kein Nazil37.

*°Ibid., 155.

" Ibid., 136-7.
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assumptions guiding this discussion correspontided Welzer et al. found
among German families: “Nazis” and “Germans” weifeecent from each other,
and because “the Nazis” were so powerful, “the Gesih could not do anything
to stop thent®

Hiebert's and Pauls’s statements are also examplesnpty speaking.”
Empty speaking is a means of transferring “incdesis contradictory, and
nebulous stories” from one generation to the rigug;allows listeners to fill them
with meaning. This transfer is carried by wordstsas “they” (leaving it up to
listeners to fill “they” with concrete images oftacs) or “it” (leaving it up to
listeners to fill “it” with concrete images of agtis and events). It is unclear what
Hiebert and Pauls meant when they talked aboutKitne of thing” “that would
have been expected” “to stay alive”: How did Hidlseiather cooperate with the
Nazis? What exactly did his factory produce? Whpeeked him to cooperate?
What did “staying alive” mean? Speaking vaguelpwai listeners to ascribe the
positive intentions and motivations to their famiembers that they prefer to
associate with them. As Welzer et al. noted: “Eyrgyieaking’ is a manner of
speech that more so than any other shapes inteegemal conversation about
the ‘Third Reich’.*®

Complementary to empty speaking is a loss of datdile generational
transfer of memory. Hiebert’s stories containeddnisal details that did not
surface in the stories told by subsequent geneatia the story about “the gay
man in Oma’s office,” Hiebert knew Mr. Erjardt’'sma, remembered the law
under which he was prosecuted (and persecutedyeaatled the Gestapo
phoning them before making the arrest. This detad lost in Pauls’s and
Schulz’s recounting. This loss of detail, like egngpeaking, makes room for new
interpretations. Pauls saw the causes of Erjaadt&st in Hitler's insanity and a
“mob mentality.” Such views were shaped both by twlemome Bruner calls folk
psychology, popular adaptations of major psychalagiheories, and by other
forms of folk knowledge, in this case early popuiatorical explanations of the
Third Reich as an aberration from the normal coofggerman history and a
catastrophe brought on by a madm&m the telling of the story, Pauls
constructed her grandfathen passantas a helpless victim who despite his
“struggle” — another example of empty speaking el@mot do anything against
the Nazis. And she portrayed him as a hero. Heangmod German who was
tolerant of homosexuals and successfully savethimgy and business without
caving in to Nazi demands, at least not too much.

*® Ibid., 150-6.

* |bid., 159-61.

*0 Bruner,Acts of MeaningBruner,Actual Minds Friedrich MeineckeThe
German Catastroph@Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1950).
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Schulz offered a more advanced interpretationdraw on recent
structural explanations of Nazism: it was “calcathplanning and pretty
rationalized evil” that was a result of modernigghrer than some eternal German
anti-Semitism. This was perhaps a reference tofusts’ rejection of the
“Goldhagen thesis” — in his bod#itler's Willing ExecutionersDaniel
Goldhagen argues that Germans’ “eliminationist-&etmitism” was an enduring
part of the German character. Despite Schulz’'sadhrmwledge that the German
population at large was implicated in the Nazi eitres, she exempted her Oma
and portrayed her as a victim who suffered thrailghexperience of her co-
worker’s arrest, and as a hero who came out oéxiperience as a fighter for
tolerance and freedom, teaching her family “thathaee to treasure our freedom
in Canada.”

In the telling of such stories, framed as theymrémplicit memories, a
silent consensus emerges; in the case of interyitgngsconsensus includes the
interviewer. This consensus often prevents peapla fisking difficult questions.
For instance, the fact that the Gestapo called éftebfather before making the
arrest did not irritate the listeners, includingsaly. All simply assumed that first
of all, this was a historically plausible scenaral second, that Hiebert's father
could not do anything to help his employee withasking his life or job. Thus,
the question of whether Hiebert's father could haaened Mr. Erjardt of the
impending arrest is left unask&d.

The study by Welzer et al. demonstrated how chil@dmed grandchildren
made their (grand-)parents into heroes of resistand victims of Nazi terror.
This was particularly true for children with highestucation. They had good
school knowledge of what had happened in the TRewth, but they did not
connect this with their own families. Surveys cocted by Welzer et al. support
these results’ We see similar dynamics in the German-Canadiag. ¢zauls
portrayed her mother (and aunt) as a fighter flarémce and was “amazed” at her
grandfather’s ability to maintain a “balance” beémeobjecting to Nazism and
saving his family and business. Schulz similarlytiayed her Oma not only as a
victim of war and of the inability to resist Nazisbut also as the person who
taught them to be tolerant and to cherish freedom.

The story of Willy’s death is a good example of hilve family crafted
victim and hero stories through stereotypes, imétiye patterns, and loss of
detail. Hiebert offered three explanations for Imether’s death. Pauls and Schulz
did not consider the medical explanation (thin seaccording to the doctor).
Pauls embraced the religious explanation (God gpafiddy from fighting for the

1 \Welzer et al. found, in many family talks, thabhtradictory evidence” seldom
led to listener “irritations”, including interviews Opa war kein Nazil51.
52 .
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Nazis). It intimates that Willy’'s death was thateofmartyr. The political
explanation (the Gestapo’s beating killed Willy)snraentioned only indirectly
but throughout all of the interviews. Schulz (aadgording to Hiebert, her
mother, Jackie) was most convinced: “He died, he ma killed by the Nazis but
that idea.”

Finally, the story of the bombing of Hamburg dentosies how the
family constructed victims. Germans have seen tkeéras as victims of the
Allied bombing of German cities, and the Hieberhiig here is drawing on
German collective memory. Schulz described the bogndf Hamburg as a “near
miss” for her Oma, even though Hiebert had saitttiey had been outside of
Hamburg on the weekend that the store was hit. /Thss of detail leads to a
dramatization of the story from the first to thedhgeneration.

To argue that the children and grandchildren ofywasGerman
immigrants, like their cousins in Germany, madefits¢ generation into victims
and heroes is not to say that they set out to wiasé their parents’ or
grandparents’ biographies. Remembering and stéingedre means of crafting
coherent identities that make sense to oneselfaathers. Thus, Pauls, who
knew her mother’s and aunt’s strong anti-Nazi fegdi simply could not
conceive of questioning her grandfather’'s and usafeage as anti-Nazis.

Conclusion

Alexander von Plato argues that the family inteswviaethod creates artificial
family harmony and in turn, leads to systematiciméspretations® The
interview with the Hiebert family proves von Plaight; the family worked
towards harmonizing their stories. Empty speakimg lass of detail helped them
gloss over irritating details and agree on the testion of the story. But the
interview also demonstrates the usefulness of tehaoal if it is used in addition
to, rather than instead of, the one-on-one intarsiel' he family interview added
further stories, details, and interpretations anadst importantly, it illuminated
the process of communicative memory.

The Hiebert family’s foundational stories couldread as family myths:
the brother-martyr, the father-hero, the motherignaother-victim. Oral
historians have used the concept of myth to undesmmaster narratives and
deconstruct basic assumptions of positivist hisgraphy. The concept of myth
however, can only describe a story as myth. Theewnof communicative
memory, on the other hand, seems to be a powdtéuhative that explains how
stories become myths in intergenerational commitioicabout the past.

%3 Alexander Freund, “Interview with Alexander vorafdl, Grabow, Germany, 8
April 2009,” Oral History Forum d’histoire oral@9 (2009), part 12, 5:40-13:00.
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Communicative memory seems well suited to locateaaralyze “the
displacements, omissions, and reinterpretatiormitiir which myths in personal
and collective memory take shap8.”

Communicative structures like empty speaking asd tf detail are not a
panacea. They have limited explanatory power. Takys a lot about what is
happening when families talk about the past, bey tto not tell us everything.
Welzer’s analysis, as von Plato argues, glossestbgemore critical and
reflective aspects of family’s table talk and conmicative memory. Family
loyalty, even at the unconscious level, is not gbsvas overpowering a force as
Welzer et al. implied. Rosenthal, for example, aartd family interviews in order
to work through conflicts. She carefully selectaahhfamily members to
interview in a group, intending to avoid insurmaalsie conflicts. While there
were no open conflicts in the Hiebert family, hddes members such as Schulz’s
parents been a part of the interview, there mayx leen greater potential for
conflict and disagreement about Mr. Erjahrdt’s gtor instance. Welzer's
analysis also glosses over the connections betaa®ol knowledge and family
memory. These two are connected and play on e&ehn. &arla Schulz used her
university knowledge about Nazism to figure out twwde her Oma had had in all
of this. She also used it to redirect other famigmbers’ understanding of
history, when she pleaded against her aunt’s “ibgaargument.

Despite these criticisms and shortcomings, thestigenerational family
interview is a powerful tool in the oral historiartoolbox. Similarly, the concept
of communicative memory is an important notion thalps us understand how
collective family memory works. Oral historiansvestigations of family
memory would benefit from using both of these apphes more frequentfy.

>* Thompson and Samuelson, etlse Myths We Live B$.
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