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Lea Garcia Between Memory and Belonging

Even today, Chicago is considered the most important hub of the Lithuanian
diaspora. This has much to do with the migrations that took place as a result
of the Second World War. What connects members of the DP Community with
their family histories today? And how does their identity shape their everyday
lives?

If one searches for cluesl in the Marquette Park district in the southwest of Chicago, then one
quickly comes across signs that the Lithuanian community was once firmly anchored here.
From the monument to the famous Lithuanian American pilots Steponas Darius (1896-1933)
and Stasys Girénas (1893-1933) it is only a short walk to the Lithuanian Plaza Court, where the
Nativity of the Blessed Virgin Mary still holds church services in Lithuanian. The nearby
Brighton Park district is also closely connected to this chapter of the city’s history, and is still
home to the Balzekas Museum of Lithuanian Culture A. It was founded in 1966 by its
namesake Stanley Balzekas (1924-2020) with the aim of giving the diaspora a “home away
from the homeland”2. In the meantime, the centre of the Lithuanian community has relocated
to the western suburbs of Chicago, where the Lithuanian World Center with its varied
programme of events has become a popular place to meet. All of these institutions contribute
to making greater Chicago one of the most important centres of the Lithuanian diaspora
worldwide.

Lithuanian migration to the United States is very varied and has been shaped by diverse
historical experiences. There are several groups of people who have had a strong influence
on local diaspora structures. This includes people who left Lithuania during the time of the
Russian Empire, which Lithuania was part of from 1795 to 1917. The decision to emigrate at
this time was often driven by economic need and hunger or a fear of being conscripted into
the army. The harsh realities of life in Chicago for such people were exposed by the 1906
novel “The Jungle” by Upton Sinclair (1878-1968). Another group came to the city following
the collapse of Soviet Union. Their experiences are markedly different from those of other
members of the diaspora, since they lived through the Lithuanian Soviet Socialist Republic.
Members of this group are still arriving in Chicago and other cities of the Lithuanian diaspora
in the US, contributing their experiences and histories to the local structures.
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Chicago skyline — Lake Michigan. Lea Garcia / Sde=Eingang des Balzekas Museum of Lithuanian
CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 Culture in West Lawn, Chicago. Lea Garcia /
CC BY-NC-ND 4.0

Altar area of the Nativity Blessed Virgin Mary Church in Marquette Park, Chicago. Lea
Garcia / CC BY-NC-ND 4.0
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No Home to Go To? This historical legacy of the DP Community

If people talk about the Lithuanian diaspora in the US today, they are often referring to
another group within the Lithuanian community, which describes itself as a DP community. DP

stands for Displaced Person

Displaced Person
also: D. P., DP, Displaced Persons

After the Second World War, the Allies used the term “Displaced Person” (DP) for the approximately eleven
million civilians outside their home country due to the war or persecution. These mainly included liberated
concentration camp prisoners, forced laborers and deportees, prisoners of war and survivors of Nazi
persecution(particularly from Central and Eastern Europe) as well as those people and their families who
because of their previous experiences fled West from the renewed Soviet rule in the Baltic states. They often
suffered from poor health and malnourishment. The Allies and international aid organizations made efforts to
return the DPs (some of whom were temporarily housed in former concentration camps) to their home
countries.

and describes people who fled from their homelands to other regions in the course of the
Second World War. Many members of the Lithuanian community in Chicago who share this
experience stayed in so-called DP camps in Germany after leaving Lithuania, sometimes for

many years. The Displaced Persons Act

Displaced-Persons-Act
also: Displaced Persons Act of 1948

The Displaced Persons Act was a law passed by the US Congress under then-President Harry S. Truman. It
regulated the immigration of up to 200,000 displaced persons to the United States. The law specified fixed
quotas for regions of origin and individual occupational groups, and also required prior residence in the
American, British, or French occupation zones of the German Reich, Austria, or Italy on specified dates. In
1950, the law was amended, partly due to its inherent discrimination against Jewish refugees, and a decision
was made to issue an additional 200,000 visas for the US.

, Wwhich was passed by the US in 1948, prompted many to travel on to cities like Chicago were
there were already established Lithuanian communities. How have their identity and their
everyday life been shaped by their family history? When we visited the exhibition “No Home
to Go To” at the Balzekas Museum of Lithuanian Culture, three generations of members of the

Lithuanian DP community gave us their answers to these questions.

The Balzekas Museum of Lithuanian Culture, founded in 1966, is located in the West Lawn
district in the southwest part of Chicago. It is very close to another central institution of the
local diaspora community, the editorial offices of the newspaper Draugas, which has been
distributing Lithuanian-language news in the US since 1909. The exhibition, “No home to go to:
The story of Baltic Displaced Persons 1944-1952" which was held there, was dedicated to the

historic legacy of the DP community and its memories. The family histories of members of the
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DP community were told by means of numerous photographs, diary entries and interviews as
well as many loaned or donated objects. During a research trip to Chicago, | had the
opportunity to visit the exhibition together with members of the DP community, who later
shared with me what these stories and those of their own families meant to them.

First Generation

Just how closely the exhibition “No home to go to” is connected to the personal memories of
the DP community became clear when Antanas2 (87), who was visiting the exhibition with

friends, suddenly shouted out:
“Oh, that’s the camp where | went to high school!”

After leaving Lithuania as a child in 1941, he spent ten years in Germany. Antanas still speaks
German and tells us with pride that he still has many German-language books in his library
today. His wife Zita (79) also left Lithuania as a child and spent several years at a DP camp in
Germany before moving on. When she read a story describing one family’s departure from
Lithuania, she chimed in:

29

This right up here is almost exactly what we went through,
and actually I thinR I Rnow her [..] also we had to leave,
everything was harnessed to a horse [...] and transferred to
a train and then [..] ended up going on the ship

Remembering her arrival in the US in 1948, she reported how she quickly connected with the
Lithuanian diaspora community by joining a folk-dance society and a scout group. In the US at
this time there were already many social structures and cultural associations that had been
established by earlier waves of immigrants. At the time, any DP wanting to enter the US
required a sponsor. Often church communities took on this role, but in Zita’s case, her family’s
entry was made possible by relatives already living in the US.
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US-American and Lithuanian flags, raised in Lemont,
Illinois. Lea Garcia / CC BY-NC-ND 4.0

Second Generation

If we reflect on the three principal phases of the immigration, that is, from the Russian Empire,
in the course of the Second World War and following the restoration of national
independence to Lithuania, it is striking how often the second and even the third generation
identify with the experiences and stories that were characteristic of that particular phase.
This sense of connection was mentioned by the interviewees again and again and appears to
be something they feel very strongly even though they did not experience the immigration
themselves. For example, Jonas (62), who himself was born in the US, described how both of
his parents had to leave Lithuania during the Second World War and how they were housed in
German DP camps before carrying on to the US. Reflecting on what this family background
means to him and how it shapes his everyday life today, he said:
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29

[My parents] were torn away by the war [...] They were
farmers [...] and things were actually going quite well for
them [...] My parents Rnew that because of their economic
success as farmers [..] they would have to leave, otherwise
they would have been shipped off to Siberia and would
have frozen to death there. And so, they left [..] They tied
their cow to the wagon [..] and travelled from Lithuania to
Germany [..] Most of my friends are Lithuanians [..] It’s
liRe a large extended family. Even if you're not friends, you
suddenly have this connection [..] Her parents were in the
same situation [..] So we share a similar backRground, the
experience of being driven out of your own country
because of a war ... I mean, this is a huge catastrophe [...]
There is this frugal, resourceful, hard-worRing mentality,
that all of these people have, people who came over and
had to adapt in order to survive, [...], and who had to start
again from scratch, usually both with the language and
with their careers, in order to become established, build a
house, find friends [..] Most of us also talk about the Rind
of values that our parents passed onto us, because they
had to start again.

Jonas also pointed out differences that he thinks can be seen when one compares the DP
community to other groups within the Lithuanian immigrant community, highlighting the
distinctions within the diaspora:
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29

They came for different reasons .. my parent’s generation
came because of the war [..], before that, many came for
economic reasons. Many came here to find a job [..] The

group that came here following independence, most of
them came for economic reasons [..] This group from the
Second World War, they were under the impression that
they would only be here temporarily [..] My father [..]
thought [...], the war will be over [...], we will go bacR [...] This
is why they tooR such care to preserve their language,
while the previous generation [...] just wanted to fit in, they
didn’t want to go bacR. They are all Lithuanians, but
people often speaR about, [...], how different they are,
because they came for different reasons and so they had
different priorities.

Third Generation

The descriptions given by Emilija (23) demonstrate that preserving and passing on ideas about
Lithuanian culture also played an important role for the grandchildren of the immigrants:

29

While I was growing up, there was actually some Rind of
Lithuanian activity every day of the weeR [...]. We went to
the Lithuanian church, then there was the youth group, [...]
the Lithuanian dance group, choir, Saturday school, the
Lithuanian basRketball club|.]

Emilija’s grandparents also left Lithuania during the Second World War and lived in German
DP camps before travelling to the US. When she visited the “No home to go to” exhibition, she
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recognized the story of her own grandparents in the family biographies that were presented.
She described how important the experiences of this generation had been for her; as far as
she was concerned, the experience of having to leave one’s home and the strong desire to
keep one’s traditions and one’s culture alive were highly relevant aspects of her own personal
history.

The memories of the DP community often relate to the interwar period, that is, the short
period between the First and Second World Wars. These remembered images of Lithuania
which are preserved through stories and passed on from generation to generation often form
a stark contrast with the situation in that country today. Remembering her first trip to
Lithuania, Emilija described the clash between what she expected and what she actually saw:

29

In many ways it was exactly what I pictured and in other
ways it was very much not what I pictured. It was the first
time [..] that I felt the most American [..] Also for the first
time I realized that there’s liRe different types of
Lithuanian [...] you Rnow I spent my whole life growing up
here being told by my parents and my grandparents — Oh,
we’re 100% Lithuanian [..] And then you go there and
you're like, wait a minute, these people are far different
from me [..] I definitely am still Lithuanian but it’s
definitely different than the modern Lithuanians living
there.

Diversity and Change

If we return to the beginning of our search for traces of the Lithuanian diaspora community in
Chicago, it is not only the different historical waves of immigration that have led to different
daily experiences of family history and identity. The voices of the DP community also show

how diverse experiences are, both within the community and within the generations.

With its established institutions and a multitude of people committed to preserving them, the
greater Chicago area is certain to remain a living part of the Lithuanian diaspora in the US.
And just as previous phases of migration have marked and changed the community with their
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different memories, so too will new migration stories become part of the everyday lives of the
Lithuanian community. The coming years will surely show how a new, younger generation
from Lithuania, which has not experienced the Soviet era at first hand, will leave its own
traces in the Chicago diaspora community. And this generation will in turn contribute to the
preservation of the varied character of the Lithuanian diaspora in Chicago, even as the
homeland that shaped it continues to change.

English translation: Gwen Clayton A

TO THE VIRTUAL EXHIBITION ON MIGRATION BY THE LITHUANIAN NATIONAL MUSEUM

Footnotes

1. This essay is based on field research for the master’s Thesis “Your Home Away From the Homeland” - Negotiating Cultural Identity
in the Lithuanian Diaspora in Chicago” (Rheinische Friedrich-Wilhelms-Universitat Bonn 2022), which was funded by the Bockler-
Mare-Balticum Stiftung and the Schroubek Fond. A personal report on the work was published on the scholarship holders’ blog of

the Claussen-Simon Stiftung: https://www.claussen-simon-stiftung.de/de/blog/your-home-away-from-the-homeland/ L.
2. Balzekas Museum of Lithuanian Culture; see: https://balzekasmuseum.org/home/about/. L.

3. All names used in this text are pseudonyms. 2.
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