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TAPE-RECORDING LOCAL HISTORY

If only Old Man Smith had written down
what he knew about our town!

If only Mr. Jones had told us how it used
to be!

Individuals interested in local history
have frequently made such comments; un-
doubtedly they will continue to make them.
Similar remarks should become rare in the
future, however, because of the opportuni-
ties to obtain and preserve, with great
convenience, personal, historical informa-
tion reluting to any community. The com-
bination of the oral interview and the elec-
tronic capabilities of the tape recorder
enormiously facilitate the accumulstion amnd
preservation of historical details.

Historians have regularly used interviews
to wbtain  information  from  iodividuals.
They have been aware of the advantages
of using first-hand statements about per-
sonial experences or observations. But to
obtain the Full value from those interviews,
historians had to be skilled in note-taking,
or they had to have developed good mem-
ories in order to write luter the intelligence
aoguired during the course of the dialog.
Now, with the perfection of tape-recording
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equipment, the opportunities to obtain in-
formation are far more conveniently avail-
able.

Recorded information from individuals is
described as oral history. Many historical
societies on the state and local levels have,
during the past years, callected and pre-
served accounts, descriptions, uphm and
reminiscences relating to the area’s history,

Caolleges and universities have also de-
veloped oral history programs. Professional
organizations of great variety, business and
imdustrial archives, and Presidential lihraries
ax well as collections of other prominent
individunls have included oral history ma-
terials among their historical resources,

A pioncering oral history project at Co-
lumbia University, in operation since 1948,
has produced a quantity of frst-hand in-
formation used by scholars and others for
numerous purposes, At the time of its

25th anniversary, the Columbia program

introduced an intensive four-week course
in oral histary providing advanced degree
credit in either the Historv Department or
the School of Library Servics,



On the local level, the oral history sur-
vey, when wisely plinned and carefully
executed, can provide almost any com-
munity with a wealth of historical infor-
mation not otherwise uvailable. The survey
i3 neither difficult nor expensive nor ex-
cessively demanding in the technical sense.
It can be a project for any historical society,
large or small, and by following a few im-
portant principles and suggestions its suc-

There are many applications of the tape
recorder in history, Not only can it be
nsed to collect particulars of the past from
individuals, but the device can ulso pre-
serve sounds of the present. Recording
equipment can be vsed to document for the
future sounds of transportation, local in-
dustry, religious ceremonies, recrestional
programs, entertninment Eacilities, and in-
deed, any local activity in which the audible
5 more important than the visual. Political
gatherings and community meetings, in-
cluding those of the historical society, also
provide opportunities for making recordings
for future reference. Tape-recording these
community sounds, especially on location,
involves sensitive equipment and some tech-
nici] experience in the proper placing of
the microphone or microphones, if these
sounds are to be reproduced faithfully and
aceurately. This is u specialized subject.

FLANNING THE OMat
HISTURY SURVIR

The historical society or other organiza-
tion planning an oral history survey begins
by examining the community in order o
consider all aspects of its development as
well a5 all available sourves of historical
informution. Interviews in the survey should
not duplicate any wvailable information.
whether in manuscript or published form,
The oral history survey provides an oppor-
tunity for expanding, not reiterating, his-
torical details. Carefully planned interviews
with informants who were eyewitnesses to
or participants in events of the past can
contribute new nsights and understanding,
Accounts of people’s experiences and im-
pressions clarify or give fresh color to epi-
sodes theretofore only dimly revenled,

Informants in aral oterviews can de-

lineate segments of history that might
never be disclosed except in dinries or other
autobiographical accounts, personal his-
toricil documents that are less common now
than in earlier generations. Recorded inter-
views provide aarratives dealing with
causes, motivations, and personal relation-
ships. They answer guestions about the
how and why of histary.

Examining trends and developments in
the community will disclose gaps in its his-
torical record and will also indicate subject
arvas for which potential informants exist.
For some subjects there may be several
likely informants; for others there might be
anly a few; and it is equally but unfor-
tunately true that there will be no one to
answer some of the questions historfans
wonld like to have answered.

Because they have had many experiences
and can illuminate many aspects of the
local past, the moture, elderly members of
the community are usually selected for in-
terviews. Thev are able to explain how it
used to be or what it was like. Chronologi-
cal limitations are thus pliced on the survey.
Few people can speak with much authority
on events of more than five or six decades
agn, Some informants, however, can re-
late particulars passed to them from a pre-
vious generation: Daddy told me about
that or My grandfather told me how he
built the mill. This evidence is not first-
hand, but it does supply personal com-
maentaries which earich the historical record.
In n similar way, other individuals can
relute local customs and traditions that add
to the Havor and appreciation of history.

Do not assume that the only people worth
interviewing are old-timers. Some of vour
best sources of information will be the
21 r_::t:uhdu}' puutive business mnd civie leaders.
These individuals have observed or taken
part in recent changes in the community.
Some have made policies affecting the
community’s present as well as its future.
They are familiar with personalities and
with people who made decisions influencing
political, economic, and social develop-
ments. They cun relate the results of out-
side control on the local industry, changes
in marketing practices on area furms, the
attermnpts to organize lobor unions or o pre-




vent  their formation, the expusion of
library facilities, the construction of a super-
highway, the development of an athletic
arena, and the innomerable affairs which
make up the life of a commmunity.
Indlividuals with prominent oireers who
spent their formative years in the locality
are further possibilities for the ol history
survey. Newcomers o the community,
especially immigrants or members of mi-
nority groups, can relate experiences nbout
their new surroundings that will enrich the
understanding of other human endeavors.
A society interested m an nnovation or
in moving in a new direction could wisely
plan to develop an oral history sarvey.
Publicity about the survey would be advan-
tageous to the organization as it furnishes
the society with desirable recogpition aml
also because the news accounts may result
in turning up for interviews valunteers with
worthwhile experiences who might have
been overlooked in selecting possible infor-
muants. The historical society should not
neglect its other responsibilities. Tt should
not allow this relatively new function 1o
hold all its attention but should develop the
survey as one phase of its overall program,

FIEPARING FOR THE INTEHVIEW

The interview does not take place until
you have completed as much research as
possible about the topics and the individuals
in the interviews, It would be expected that
no interviewer would select a local farmer
to talk about changes in the community’s
banking structure, But i either the farmer
or the banker Is o furnish satisfactory
historical evidence, the interviewer must
be thoroughly informed about those spe-
cific subjects. An unprepared interviewer
will not know what guestions to ask, or
when or whether the interview has thor-
oughly covered the subject. Nor will he
know whether the informant has related
accurate or imaginative information. Ex-
haustive research as a background to the
ol history survey cannot be exaggersted.
There must be research in the history of
the community and in the gvailable sources
of information, and there must be a thor-
ough study of the subject matter to be
covered by the interview. Only after com-

pleting  intensive preparution  should  the
interview begin.

The interviewer aims to obtain complete
and aceurate mformation during the con-
versations; to achieve this goal he must
establish o situation that will be conducive
to free and uninhibited discossion, The
interviewer must constantly strive to obtain
from the informant un ¢asy How of aceu-
rate ideas; facts, and statements.

As a preliminary to a propitions nter-
view, the interviewer makes arrangements
in advance for the meeting. The interview
takes place in surroundings familiar to the
informant, but no interviewer could hope
for a satisfactory session by appearing at a
front door burdemed with eguipment and
announcing he wishes information about the
resident’s career and accomplishments. The
interview should be scheduled three or four
davs or a week in advance, The interviewer
shiould describe ahead of tme the purpnse
and organization of the survey and should
mention the specific topics to be covered as
well as the sort of information he wants to
obtain. It s even possible to submit &
list of the subjects or of the major guestions.
The informant needs time to prepare for
the interview, to review his recollections,
and to study any available materials in his
possession that may bear on the subjects of
the interview. The interviewer must be
certain to emphasize firmly that he does not
want the informant to read answers or
documents during the talle

When arranging the interview it is also
desirable to stress that the historical society
is interested in collecting materials only for
scholarly resenrch purposes. The society
will not make any momey from the inter-
views and very few personal statements of
locul individuals have cash value. It may
also be necessary to explain the historical
process in order to answer, Why does any-
one want fo know that old stuff? Historians,
it should be made clear, are interested in
what may be taken for granted but which
can be o significant part of human experi-
ence. The interviewer impresses the in-
formant with the importance of collecting
and safeguarding primiry sources, many of
which are individual experiences.

If the overall program of the historical




society or other orgaunization & known in
the comumumity, the response will be more
svinpathetic than i its work 8 dot well
known. In the lattor case, it may be neces.
sary to give an elaborate explination of the
saciety's lunctions und the historical method.
THE IXNTERVIEW

The first confrontation between ques-
tiomer and informant resembles o duel: the
former thrusts to find ont how much knowl-
edge the latter has, while the latter parries
to determine how muoch he can trust his
Intermogntor.

It 14 necessary to “break the lee™ before
a satisfuctory interview can take place. The
Interviewer must be patient in his efforts
to obtuin the informant’s confidence, und
uwchieving thizs aim may take one or several
meetings. He also must be awasre that no
two persons retcl the same way to his
gquestions and that the same person may
react differently in different situntions.

The interviewer should recognize that o
is human nature for people to be reluctant

to admit that they do not know something

and for them to avaid what is emburrassing
or unpleasant.  Individoals, also, are reluc-
tant to talk about subjects which they dis-
like or which may place them in an unsatis-
factory position, Some will exggenite their
own importance to make their actions ap-
pear more significant ar more commendable
than they wetwally were. Stll others hove
a natural inclination to shock or amuse
while claiming 1w be vuthful

Interviewers must be prepared to handle
mformants with such personalities as well
as individuals who are reluctant to discuss
their achievements. Some informants will
tell to strangers what they would not reveal
to friends or ascgumintances.  Informants
who are especially friendly with the person
doing the inferview may uncousciously be
relnting what they think the listener wants
to hear rather than the whole truth.

The interviewer inust be o good listener
and must focus all his' attention on  the
speaker. He must be sympathetic and non-
committal at the same time. He must not
reflect approval or disapproval. He should
not be shocked by the informant’s revela-
tions or amused by a displuy of humor,
Bat a little Battery can be useful for estab-

lishing the all-important rapport between
the two partners in the interview. The
interviewer should be frank and congenial—
quualities he hopes his  informunt  will
evigce—amd he must work to break down
naturnl defenses so the Informant will speak
freely, completely, and securately.

Because interviewess may sulfer from
“mike fright,” the mterviewer must put his
informant at ease before they can start
They can chat together informally, and the
interviewer can tell a joke or anecdote to
belp break the ice. They can disouss
irrelevant topics or some subjects on the
interview agenda. The interviewer some-
times con help pot the informant at ease
by demonstrating the equipment, by allow-
ing him to speak into the microphone, and
them playving back his vaice. The inter-
view will proceed more harmonioosly i
the interviewer speaks the language as well
us the lingo of the informant.

The interview setting should be described
on the tape with facts about the location,
date, and time of day. Pertinent descriptive
details: aof the informant—age. appearance
und other characteristics—ean be tuped dur-
ing the interview but preferably imme-
dintcly after completing it. Bofore the
interview sturts there shoold be an oppor-
tunity to make u photograph of the subject,
especially #f nome is readily available, In
coming yvears i may be feasible to pre-
pare a complete document of an interview
on color film or videotape to reveal realis-
tically the appearance and personality of
the inturviewes.

The session should ke place at a time
when there will be no interruptions. The
informant should not be disturbed by tele-
phone calls, visitors, or anything else that
would lI.'l.'tilui:ll. the session: There should be
only two persons present. The presence of
more than ene interviewer delays in estub-
lishing the =sesitinl fesling of mutual trust
The interviewing of two informants at the
same tme could precipitate arguments

‘which would hamper the conversation. In-

terviewers and informants should be of the
same sex, although there are undoubtedly
men who are sucressful in  establishing
rapport with certain women and vice versu.
IF the mterview is to bring out any sensi-

tional subject, the nformant is more likely




to reveal it to @ peron of his own sex. Any
sensational or controversial details that are
to be discussed should not be introduced
chring an early purt of the interview but
should be dolayed antil mutual trost das
been firmly established  Good tuste is an
important  consideration, but truth s the
primary concern pnd nothing should e
omiteed as being “too personal.”

A competent  interviewer curefully com-
siders the age and health of the subject
Under the best conditions. two heurs should
be the liont for an interview, and & von-
versation of about an hour and a half ooght
to be adequate. Dependmg on the  cir
comstunces, an evon shorter mterview might
be necessary. A number of lnterviews, each
with a reasomable time limit, & preferable
to one or more extended moeotings. The
fformant might prefer und might be able
to continue beyond o two-hour Hmit, but
there s 4 point of dimlnishing seturn for
both interviewer il mterviewes that muikes
it preferable to retum for other sessions.

The chiefl twi methodys of obtaining in-
formation by interview moav be called the
“autobiographical” and the “lopical.”® 1n the
astoblographical, the bterviewes = en-
coursged to speak froely amd m detail about
his expernences and observations.  Because
he relates mcidents as they ocour to lidm,
his account will probably be a mambling
marrative with many frrelevincies, The ad-
vantuge in this method it that the infornant
frequently  discloses  partionlare  that e
vtherwise might not reveal.  The inter-
viewee speaks spontaneously, umconstraln-
edly, und without intestuplion. The fntes-
viewer, after encournging n straightforward
attitude, is not essentinl o the  pterview.
The interviewes may ever be able to leave
the tape recorder with the nformant, ex-
plain its operation, and urge that the latter
turn on the equipment and talk whenever
sone past experienees oceur to him,

In the topical approach, however, the
iuterview ks limited 1o specific topics. The
interviewer directs the disoission to thise
subjects and strives to avold digressions or
irelovant femarks.  Cuareful, thorough re-
search i vssentinl to moake this sort of inter-
view productive.

Both methods can produce effective re-

sults In an oru] history swevey. The m-

formant can furnish his avtobiography or
reminisconces,  antd  the interviewer  can
foens attention on specifie . subjects,

The uestions an nterviewsr asks and
the way that he asks them can influence the
answers e pecvives,  Shot, clear gues-
tions prevent confusion and are easy o
answer. Variations of Why?, How?, Why
didd you do thet?, Why didn’t that work?,
o What did you do (suy) then? can bring
oist the sounght-for information. A guestion
that does not bring o clear vesponse showdd
be rephrased so that it will oot be mis-
mterpreted.

The interviewer also uttempts o estab-
lish some basic chromology by asking What
yitar was that® or When did that happon?
H the lnformant cannot supply o date, then
the questioner has to try to plice the spes
cific event in  relation to snething  else.
Did that take place after what you were
just telltng me? About how Iong after was
ir? A few months. o year? '

A questioner mov ask pointed gnestinns
but he should not attempt to put words
into the mouth of the informunt. He should
also refmin from asking a leading question,
even though that may appear to he an easy
device for directing the discussion mto o
more bruitful aren. W't the clection a
sgnificant turming point? & less deslrable
than Wan the election a Inrning point? or
even Do gon convider the election a teming
prevint?

When the interviewer does not ntder-
stand an answer, he muy repeat the state-
miest with o question i his volce or ask
Ix thet what gou said® or Would you wind
repeating that last statemient, pleave? 1E the
interviewet does not wish to break into an
explanation. be can at some Liter time refer
to the unclear statement: The other day
(ar Hietle while ago | pou were saying

A usefuyl technigne 3 o rebom i @
similar way to a statement that seems to be
imaccurate or guestionable, When the e
formant goes over o previons statewment,
his  repetition  mayv  reveal d:imrpﬂ:m_in
The differeuces may not be differences in
fact. however, but only different points of
view or interpretations of the sume subject.

The ilerviewer ean el the informd
kiiow that he plass to cwver the e
wround  with another intervirwee. The i




formant may be pranounced i his opinion—
That so-and-so does't know anygthing about
ft—but informants are freguently more care-
ful when they are aware that there will be
o check on their statements.

If the interviewer hox done idequate re-
search he will be able to distinguish be-
tween hearsay oftered by the interviewies
and statements based on actonl experiences.
The interview should be conducted so as to
emphasize the latter and pot the former.
There should be an awareness of who was
closer to the event and whose conclusions
are veally impartial,

An interviewer cannot hope to be suee
cessful by eross-examining or badgering the
informant by saving, (or example, Are you
posttive you don’t remember? M the meet-
ng kB not producing useful materinl or de-
sired facts, no intorviewer should attempt
ta force informutton from lis subject. Even
though satisfactory rapport may once have
been established, eliviting details on certain
topics may be unproductive. The inter-
viewer cun move on to other points and
return to the topic anaother time, 1f there is
a continoed lack of success, another inter-
viewer may be more effective in obtaining
the sought-for informution.

The interviewer in an oral history survey
should avoid techniques demonstrated  in
TV interviews. In those, the interviewer
has questions e wants ta ask whether the
interviewes supplies convincing  wnswers or
not.  The oral history interviewer may also
have gquestions to ask or points to cover; he
should, of cowrse, never read them during
the interview. The interviewer can adhere
to a chronological order as being helpful to
the How of ideus, but be must be flexible
and ignore his planned outline if necessary.
The interviewwer should follow wp points,
without badgermg. by asking: What was
the effect of that? or What happened then?
or Howe did that tuen out? The interviewer
st be wlert to the seope and direction of
the discussion, but must also be impassive
in his reactions. He must not show sur-
prise, and he must conceal any boredom,
He may even find it desirable to establish
rupport with other members of the fanuly
before and after the actual interview.

The interviewer should ask to have un-

usual or technical words defined. He should
also request that the interviewee give the
spelling of proper wumes, if they are not
Fomdliar in e oompmpmits,

SEHOOL PROJECTS

There can be no deninl that there are
villues in having students in either jumor
or senior high school classes condoct mter-
views: to obtuin nformation about the back-
grounds of thelr commumity.  But there mast
be recognition of inherent limitotions in
their activities, Many pemsons whom they
will approach for enlightenment will  dis-
like ar disapprove of youngsters questioning
them (“prying  kids,” “young whipper-
snappers 1. Such attibbles will be difficolt
hundicaps 1o overcome. Should there be
svmpathetic individunls in the area, will
anything be added to locul history by hav-
ing representotives of school olasses returmn
to the same mformants yvear after vear? It
is also guestionabhle whether students: are
likely to be well enough prepared to dis-
tinguish between historicul fact and details
stomming from an informant’s Imagination,

Without belittling the sincere attempis
of these students to obliin experience in
this significant form of historical research,
it must be apparent that their activities
might hamper an adult oml history survey.
It may be possible for the sdult organiea-
tiom to make use of the vouthful interests
and enthusiasm of younger members or stu-
dents by letting them help schedule or make
wrrangements For interviews and even fol-
low up on some aspect of a partially com-
pleted interview: Mr. — hay asked if you
would be willing to talk to me about your
experiences in the strike that you started to
tell him the other day?

If there is no oral history survey in the
urea, a school program can be a contribu-
ton to historicd] knowledge by following
scvepted principles and obtaining the will-
ing cooperation of nformants.  Students
can  acquire wvaluable experiences at the
same time that they preserve facts which
might otherwise be lost.

AFTER THE INTERVIIZW
When the interview is over, the organi-
zgation conducting the oml history survey




is faced with the complex problem of what
to do with the tape. There are thive possi-
ble solutions to this problem: keep the tape
itself as the only vecord of the interview,
transeribe the information from the tape
to permanent written redords, und  keep
both tape and a transeviption of the inter-
view.

The least expensive and in many ways
the most desirable procedure is to keep the
tupe dself. By doing this you will preserve
not only the content of the interview, but
also the voice inllections and emphasis by
which the interviewee miay have coutributed
more understanding to his listener.  These
subitle voice qualities are virtually jmpos-
sible to put into written form, and withont
them the future researcher muy well mis-
interpret what was gid,

Despite these advantages, there are some
precautions that must be observed i the
tupes are to be the only record of the inter-
views. Most authorities recommend, for
example, that tapes kept i storage be
wound off and re-wound at least once a
year to prevent the development within the
spools of mugnetic felds that could affect
the recorded sound. It shounld alse be
pointed out that & careless usr can erase
a tape through improper handling of the
playback machine, although o litthe pru-
dence should  eliminate the possibility of
this disaster. You might even want to hove
# technician adput playbock equipmenst so
this cannot huppen. Oue further danger is
the mass crasing of reels of tupe becunse
of their exposure to a strong magnetic field.
This is a remote dunger, but special care
should be exercised i storing tape to avoid
the magnetic helds of electric moturs and
similar picces of equipment, With proper
care in storage and nse, therefore, tape
should not present greater  preservation
problems than ordinary paper records.

lf the organdzation conducting the survey
proposes 1o keep the tapes lor use as re-
seareh tools, they should be accessioned
aniel entaloged just us wre other items in the
group’s collections. The card catalog can
include the index to the tape and hiographs-
cal information ahbout the interviewee. As
much cross-mdexing s = convenient can be
included in the catalog

Tapes can be indexed so that specific in-
formation or stutements are easily located
by means of tape or digital counters which
are  standard  on most  recorders. The
counter v set 5t pern (usally 000, und,
as the wpe is o, someone notes the sum-
ber [or cach topic or subject of diseussion
in thie interviesw.

A tape index might appear as follows:

oou Early Yowth in ——
122 College at
030 Law School

4 "“World War 1

055 Tour of South America
080 Law Office with
088 Electiony of 1928
073 Coumty Judge
ns6 Murder Trial

104 The 30's

117 Waork Heliet Administrator
141 World War [1

159 Law Office—to 163

A researcher need not listen to the entire
tupe; he can advance it to the number
marking the start of the subject in which e
Is interested. Other subjects muy  follow
which do ndt econcerm the researcher: he
muy then advance the tupe to the number
for another subject he 13 Investigating.
Locating mformation on tape 5 no more
difficult than seeking specific dates of mioro-
himed newspapers.

In oral history programs on academic
and professional levels, informution on the

tapes is sometimes transcribed into perma-
nent, writtem form, and the tape is used
for new recordings. But trsoribing the
tapes s an eseeedingly  time-consuming
tusk, and the cost of equipment and man-
power is Far greater than the cost of the
stored tupe. Someone mst listen to the
interview and write all the words. This
chore requires patience amd much free
thnwr.  Alter copying an interview, someone
must edit it cwefully; mvolved dauses
need W be straightened aud lengthy sen-
tences should be shortened, Such changes
to muke ol stotements readable  ruse

questions of how mnch editing should be




permitied.  1f the speaker does not follow
accepted rules of gramenar, ks it legitimoate
to correet his speaking  faults?  Should
there also be changes in eolloguialisins?
And what should be done about the speak-
er's accent ar dinlect? No transeription, no
matter how pamstaking and precise, can
duplicate the flavor, accents, or individual
churacteristics of speech. If the ped in-
terview is to be trinscribed, it is advisable
to preserve a small portion of the interview
as a sumple of the informant’s speaking
voice. But in preparing a transcription, the
interview sursation should be darified with
a mintmuwn of modification.

One reason given for prepacing a type-
script Is that researchers are wsed to ob-
tuining imformation  from  written words;
thits it s more convenient for them to read
a trunsevibed interview than o listen to the
original on tnpe. This reason can oo longer
be supported, because information of all
sorts, including historical, will in the future
be presented in o great variety of forms,
such  as  computerized tapes, printouts,
punch  cards, mininturized printing, and
ather comples systems.  The researcher can
na longer expect to work only with hand-
written or printed docmments

A further argument for transeribing the
tupe is that it allows the person who pro-
vided the muterinl an opportunity to review
what he suid during the imerview. He has
an additional chance for supplying details
that he might not have considered during
the course of the interview. A competent
interviewer, however, would have explored
all possible avemies of thought and allowed
sufficient opportunity to contribute forther
pertinent fucts. The chance for the inter-
viewee to reud his narmtive may make him
aamnk boorewise | his origino] fask and, pos.
sibly, prolune commetits

Alfter a typescript has been prepared and
wisely edited and the speaker has vead it,
he should be willing to sign a statement
that he supplicd the foregoing information
and makes it available to the historical
society for research purposes, He may im-
pose resonable restrictions on its use, such
s ot allowing wesearch in the msuterial
until after his death, A similar signed -
lease should accompany the tupe i it is o

be preserved, 1f the interviewer is to listen
tao the entite interview to confirm his re-
marks, that will tuke much more time than
reading a typescript. Any changes in a
typescript would be  apparent. “Editing”
a tape can be done so skillfully that op-
pasite opinions can be presented. If the
miterviewer says tho plan wer not carefully
concrived, it takes just a little experience to
remove the not, It regquires only a bit more
to remove the negative from another part
of the mterview to chunpge what had been
a positive statement. It is dithoult to know
why persons of integrity  interested  in
scholurly pursaits. should want 1o distort
tuped information, but it is possible, and
custodinns of the  sowuree materials should
be awure of those dungers.

LU SR

The act that the oral history survey ine-
volves the use of electronic egquipment
should not discourage anyvone from under-
taking this method of historical research.
Tape recorders are convenient Lo transport
and simple t operate. As a result of
current marketing practives, there is cortain
to be someone connected with the historical
mmmey or with the lbeal educationn] svs-
tem who can supply advico, based on
pxperience, on the purchose and wse of
tape-recording equipment.

Purclmse of the necessary equipment
from a reputable dealer in sound and high-
fidetity  supplies (recording  equipment,
short wave, TV, cte.) is prelemble to ac-
quiring the materials from an electrienl
applionce dealer, The prospective purchaser
should plan to obtuin the most suitable
equipment at the lowest price. He may
have o make a compromise between a
lowe purchuse price and adeguole muinde-
nanee service. It B8 no saving to buy ot i
discount and then to have to ship the
machine away for repairs und be vunable to
use it for some weeks. U you plin a
schedule of interviews over a period of
time, it would be advantageous to have
atvess to more than one recorder. Can-
celling or pustponing an interview because
no recorder s availuble would hardly be
in the best interests of the survey.

The two basic types of tape recorders are
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reel-to-rocl and cowette, Both have advan-
tages and disadvantages, and the potential
porchoser  shomld  evaluate  corefully  the
available models of each type to determine
which better satisies the needs of his oral
history program,

{ A third tvpe of recorder is the cartridge.
The primury use of this form of equipment
is to record, or to play back pre-recorded
musical tupes. Pre-recorded mel-to-ree] and
cassette tapes are. also available, but the
wight track cartridge is, at present, the most
popular version for tape meorded music. )

The reel-to-reel recorder, the  original
form, is wsually more dumable and depend-
able than the newer device. [t records with
greater fidelity and makes possible the use
of tapes of various stzes and qualities. The
“open” reel features of these various mu-
chines also makes it passible to edit the tape
—in action that may oot be a desirable part
of oral historv. Nevertheless, there may be
portions of a taped mterview with Jong
panses, where the tape & blank, or portions
of the tape thut may he garbled or suffer
from extraneous pnotses thal mav legitimately
be removed by editing,

The cagsetto recorder [ lighter and maove
compact and enn be aperated muoch more
ensily than the original Torm of the tape
recorder, Cassette tape iz encased in jts
own plastic container that is inserted in the
recarding machine, thus elminating the
necessity of threading the tape from the reel
of tape to a tukeap reel. Beciuse of their
size and method of operation, cassette re-
corders are less expensive thun are reel-to-
reel modols. Many good cassette recorders
are available for less thun $100 while a
satisfuctory - reel-to-ree]l machine now couts
as much as 3175,

A tupe recorder basically consists of an
electric motor which moves past a recording
howd o tope conted with tron oxide.  The
head is nothing more than an electro-
mignel, which changes souwnd signals fed
to it into magnetic impulses which ar-
range the oxide particles on the tape into
an eqguivilent puattern of sound. A play-
back head cun then “read” the pattern ol
soutid ot the tape atd feed it to Gn
amipliber which will reproduce what was

originally recorded. Most tape recorders
hove amplifiers built into the eguipiment so
that it is possible to record and play back
with the one wnit. Recording equipment
that does not have a built-in amplilier is
cilled a tape-deck. If you hiuve acvess to a
separate amplifier with provision for tape
input, you can buy better guality taping
equipment it 4 lower cost than yon would
have to pay for the comhbinstion machine.
As un amplifier is rarely portable, it should
be pointed out that with o tape deck it
may be impossible to play back to the
interviewes ony of the discussion except
through earphones.

All tupe recorders huve n minimum of
two heads, but it i§ important to purchase
eqquipment with at least three so that they
will dao more satisfactorily the three separte
functions of recording, plaving back, and
crasing. or eliminating from the tape the
previous signal belore recording a new one.

Other stundards to consider when select-
ing u recorder are: its frequency response,
signal-to-noise ratio. and wow-and-flutter of
the tape wransport system. Frequency re-
spomse a5 nol sgmifiennt when  recording
comversations because of the limited munge
of the speaking voice, It is important for a
collection of documentary sounds or music,
however, because it is then destrable to
rocord as mmch as possible of the fll
frequency moge of the originul. For those
purposes o tupe recorder should have n
minfminn frequency  response of 50 o
15,000 cps (eyveles per second) with an
indicated chunge in the specifications ol not
more than plus or minus 2 or 3 decilwls.
Although the Froquency resporse for inter-
views is not important, a low signal-to-noise
ratio is desirable if the recording is o be
clear and not have distracting tape or other
moises. The mutor should operute as closely
as possible to o constant speed and its wow-
and-thitter roting should be less than 0.25
per cent. A good test for motor perform-
ance s to record some piano chords and
vompare the quality of the playback with
the original.

When recording, it i necessary to know
the amount, or yolume, of the signal getting
ot the tope A soft voice or n voice u
distance from the microphone will require




athusting vohwme contmls higher thon for o
person who speaks loudly or who is near
the micropbone. {Information about volame
controls s meluded in the usual opersting
directions.) However, the person making
the recording veeds to know if there is
sulficient valume 1o the tape can be plainly
heard when plived back; he must also know
whether there is too much signal reaching
the tape, in which cise there will be dis-
wrtion. A neon fight or magic eye is one
form of device to ndicate if there is dis-
tortion. A VU meter, with ncedle and secale,
shows the level of recording vohone so
necessary  adpstments can be made to
achieve the proper mnge. The nterviewer
should be fmiliar with the sensitivity and
accuriey of these devices so that be can set
the volume at o satisfactory lovel and o
huve to make frequent adjustments o
witch the gauges. Muny portable (bottery)
recirtlers are equipped with ntomatic val-
ame controls, and are gowd for recording
CcOnversiiions,

For many years, purtuble tape recorders
operated at only two speeds: 7% inches per
second and 3% ips. With recent Improve-
muents in the quality of tape, recorders can
now be operated at speeds of 1% ips and
even 1518 ips, With slower speeds, there
5 some additional tape noise and ulso a
luss in the treble resporises. but the aversge
ear cannt  distinguish  between  voices
recorded at 34 ips ar at 1R The slower
speeds increase the use of the tupe. As the
speed 45 cut m half, the plaving time for
any given length of tape doubles.

Cassette tape recorders. however, operute
at only one speed. Although a reel-to-reel
recorder may have o wvariety of speeds;
there is a definite advanfage in agreeing to
use a uniform speed i the oral history pro-
gram. Selecting and adhering to ene speed
—preferably 3% ips—mpkes for consistency
s that persons making the recording and
those wsing it know the speed to expect

Tapes are reversible, which means the
plaving time for the lmgth pf tape s o
crensedl,  Some  recl-to-reel  recorders  re-
verse the tape anmtomatically so that an ad-
ditional trick of sound is put on the tape
without changing reels.  Cassettes can be
taried  over convendently  to permit  the

interview to progress with little intermap-
tion. Some recorders are eguipped  with
sputomntic shut-aff to tom off the equip-
ment when all the tape hes passed to the
take-up reel A desirnble fealure of o
cassette recorder is an end-alarm—a buzsing
signal that sounds af the end of the tape
to indicate that the cassette should be
timed over or replaced. Other desirable
features on the recording equipment are a
fast forward, to advance the tape mapidly,
and a rewind, fo retum it

Tape recorders operate on household

electricity which is genemlly available

everywhere. There are times when the
mterviewer may have to hunt arcund for an
outlet, however, and he shouold come
equipped with an extension cord so the
miterview can take ploce at o convenient
spat where he will not huve to worry ubout
the apparatns. It is also passihle to obtain
bBattery-operated recorders of o hisgh guality.
These are light, compact, and versatile.
Some, however, are only toys and are not
satisfactory for interview purposes. There

are spme compromises in battery-operated
egquipment. Ope of them is the use of &

small speaker which meuns the plavback
wmes will pot be oy foll as frome Jarger
madels.

The use and selection of batterves & im-
portant, a¥ 40 recording sesson would he
disnupted if batteries were to go dead, The
mterviewer shimld have experience with
butteries and be able to judge their life
It is not necessary to use fresh batteries
for every interview, but the inlerviewer
should not start out with butterics thut have
had several hours use. Cadmium batteries
are rechurgeabie, but charging tukes time
and the recorder cannot be wsed without
the power supply. It is advisable for any
biatterv-operated portable to be equipped
for operation on ordiniry AC power, in
order to save the batteries when electrical
purrent 15 handy.

The purchaser of a tape recorder should
not be caticfied just to listen to a demon-
strution tape at the dealers He should try
out all its operations and even make u test
tape himself. Two machines can be tested
by placing their microphores side by side
anad having a person speak while walking

-

-~




B,
r

away from and then toward the microphone.
Any differences in quality of the equipment
would be audible when playing back the
tape. The person making the test should
vever base a decision on a recording of his
oW vadoe,

Recording tape comes In various sizes,
qualities and prices. In general, the chief
diff erences are in the materials used for the
base for the tape and in its brand name.
Acetate, the originnd muterinl for the base
ol soumd tupe, is the cheaper. It reacts
with sensitivity to changes in temperature
and humidity, but when these can be oon-
trolled. acetate tape can have & long life,
Polyester tape has been  perfected  mone
recently, and is sometimes known by the
tradde name Mylar. Polvester tapes resist
atmospheric changes, but have a tendency
to stretch with consequent sonnd distortion.
This charncteristic of polyester tape can be
eliminated by pre-stretehing, and the re-
sulting tape s identified as tempered o
tensilized.  These tapes ure the maost
ENPEISIVE

Tupe is one-guarter jnch wide but is
made in various thicknesses; 1% mil, 1 mil,
anid & mil. The thinner the tape, the more
can be placed on a roel, w0 that the plaving
tine for each track can be noreased.  Also
available we special types of slow-speed
tape, and tapes to meet specific require-
ments, such as fow polee tape ta overcome
the hiss soumd tapes muke passing over the
hewds and high ontput to allow the wpe to
carry o stronger sigmal.

Heel-to-reel tupe, depending on the thick-
ness of the tupe and on the size of the
peel, is avoilable o reels from 37 to 10%”
in diumeter amd may have lengths from 1507
to 38007, Plaving time, ot 3% ips, would
be from 7% minutes tn three hours per
side. The preferable reel sizes, however,
are 537 and 77 with tape lengths from
900" to 24007, Reel-to-reel tape is usually
measired by the length of tape en the reel,
mind  the pluving time determinsd by the
speed at which the machine is operated.
Cassette tupe b identified by the plaving
times, which dre 30, 60, 90, and 120 min-
utes for hoth sidey of the wpe. For oral
history purposes. the 60 and 30 minute
lengthic nre considered mos! approprinte.

Tape purchasers will fnd a quantity of
lrrand  mome tapes, amed  aldos  mebranelod
tapes.  In addition to tupes sold under the
stundand  names, manufacturers  produce
tape for loenl distribution at a lower price.
A store, or chaln of stores, often can buy
stundard tapes and sell them under its own
name, often packaged more cheaply. Some
of the non-standard tapes may be sectnds
or rejects, but not necessarily. Some un-
branded tape may be inferior in quality
and consist of discarded brondcasting tape
that has had considerable use. Unbranded
tape hus nlso been made From computer
tape, which must be slit carefully 1o bhe
satisfactory for recording purposes. 1f the
side of the reel of tape is not sooth and
glossy the slitting has been uneven, Some
experts have declared that second-guality
tape now s superior to the first-line tape
produced a few wvears ago. The organizi-
tion planning to purchese and use tape in
quantity should experiment to find the kind
that fs satisfactory in both quality and
price. A test com be made by splicing
together several short pieces and comparing
the amount of noise and the fidelity on each,

A microphone s usually bhchded wirth
the recorder, bur the purchose of o seperale
e can improve the quality of vaoices o
the recorded interviews. 1§ the soctety plons
an  audio-history  progrom of  community
sounds, it should purchase a micophone
with the greatest frequency range it can
ufford. For speaking voices only, a micro-
phone with a range of B0 to TOOD i
adegquate. Some mictophones oome
equipped with an on-off switch which is a
convendence in recarding interviews, When
thi: mterviewes suvs, 'l fwee foo ihink
about that for a while, the terviewer cun
unabtrusively reach to the microphone and
tirn off the switch instead of allowing the
tape to rin or having to stretch for the
muchine. When the person is ready to
resmne speaking, it is simple to tum on the
microphone switch,  Some recorders are
vince-nctivated and start the tape ouly when
i PerEgn sp-_r.'ui'-:!; the recorder staps whien
viices are silent,

There ure bwo pencral clusses of miom-
phoves:  nonsdirectional (or  omnidirec
tiomal) and unidirectional. Those with the




former quality pick up a signal equally well
from all directions while the Intter wre
sensitive to sound from only one direction:
directly in front. Microphones must match
the impedance of the recorder. Most re-
vorders for non-professionn] wse have a
high impedance, which requires that the
microphone be no farther than Sfteen feet
from the recarder. 1F it should be necessary
to place the microphone a greater distance
awny, then a low impedance microphone
would be used with o transformer to boaost
the impcdance to match the recorder,

Earphones, or headphones, are essential
pieces of equipment when editing tape.
They are also necessary for reseirchers to
use when playing tape, and the recorder
should be equipped with output jack for
earphones. Clarity of sound in the em-
phones and their comfort on the head are
important considerations when selecting this
tocessory. Soime models come with wash-
able ear-cushions, which is an advantage if
the enrphones will have frequent use. When
transcribing tape, earphones are useful and
a foot pedal is desirable. Pressure on the
foot pedal attached to the recorder starts or
stops the tape so hands are free for writing
or typing.

Other necessary accessories for tape re-
vording include head eleuning fuwld, and
ileohal to clean the rubber capstan roller
which drives the tape. A tupe-splicer for
editing is an added convenience. A head-
demagnetizer reduces the magnetization of
the recorder's heads resulting from tupe
passing over them. A magnetic bulk-eraser
emses sounds from a tape in a few seconds
and is an easier and bettor way to eruse
tape than running it through a recorder.

Catalogs of sound and electronics equip-
ment  supplies have information about
these and other useful items. Periodicals
about high-fidelity subjects contain articles
and advertisements about techniques or
products that will aid in ensuring the suc-
ress of an oral history survewy.

FUl FURTHEI READING

Individuals and organizatians
oral history programs should be familinr
with the following:
Baum, Willa K. Oral History for the Local
Nashville: American

Historic  Site Management in the New
York State Division for Historic Pre.
servation sinee 1967, From 1948 o 1672,
lications of the AASLH. He Is the
anthor af a textbook on New York state
other wﬁw -mﬂnhnfndil

on wﬂu:;hm amil

mﬂlllmil. :

J

TECHNICAL LEAFLET 35
Techoictl leafiets are  published by the
Ve st of baany bl it
i ringing useful Infor-
E’liun to persons working in the state and
local history movement The series does not
follow the same categories month afier month,

wx,
Vol. 21, No. 5, May 1988, revised 1873, Tape-
Revording Local History.

Reprints sre  avallable for $.50 ench. For
information o Tates, write to the Associ-
ation at 1315 Elﬂiﬂx Avenue, South, Nashville,
Tennesses J37203




American Association for Stale and Local History

Technical

LEAFLET

Using Oral History

For a Family History Project

Linda Shopes
University of Maryland Baltimore County

Introdiiion

Imagine listening to an elderly relative tell of
her journey to America as an immigrant, her
arrival at Ellis I[sland, and her First job in a
clothing factory. Or imagine another family
member describing how he worked on the
family farm. leamned to read in a one-room
school house, and courted his wile at church
socials, Such are the opportunities available to
the family historian who draws upon the
method of oral history.

Traditionally. family history has been equahu:l
with genealogy, the reconstruction of a person’s
lineage through the use of written records,
However, the stories family members tell about
their past are also a rich source of information
on a family’s history. In particular, they can
yield information about motives and attitudes
and the “feeling tone” of life that even the most
extensive genealogical reconstruction lacks.
Enlarging the notion of family history to include
information gathered from oral sources also
encourages people to investigate their pasts even
though extensive genealogical records are not
available.

The personal benefits of such an investigation
are numerous. For subseguent generations of the

family, who frequently lack signiticant contaci
with extended relatives and =o have little
knowledge of “where they came lrom,"” a
collection of taped interviews is a rich
inheritance. For people who are interviewsed,
panticularly older people, reviewing their life
experiences and trying to order them and
articulate their significance can be a rewarding
eXperience.

But it is for the family researcher that such a
project perhaps has the greatest value. It can be
the impetus for developing or deepening
relationships with o-ti-u:r family members. Even
more important, it can enhance one’s own sense
of identity. By tying together the strands of the
family history and trying to understand the
meaning of individual lives in relation to the
social and historical context within which they
were lived, family historians can gain
perspective on the context of their own lives.

This notion of family history as moving
beyond the domain of the genealogist is
supported by several recent developments in
historical study. Since the 19605, historians
increasingly have sought to understand the daily
lite experiences of ordinary peaple. They have
paid particular attention to the history of the
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tamily since it is so flundamental a social
institution and shapes so much of people's daily
lives. Oral history. too, has emerged in recent
vears as a method of historical research, Though
by no means limited to the study of ordinary
people. oral history interviews are especially
valuable as a source of information about those
individuale and groups for whom the written
record is both scant and misieading.

ey Bax

A.Ithnu,gh m‘a] l'ti!.ll:ll‘\!..l lnltrv:.-:w; may lie at
the heart of a family history research project,
they must be preceded by careful preparation i
they are to be of much value. Before doing any
interviewing, the family historian needs to
assemble basic data on Individual family
members and then locate those individual lives
within their broader historical context, This
background information will give the researcher
some idea what to interview family members
about and will enable the interviewer to ask
more thoughtful and searching questions during
the interview itself.

Though the researcher may know some of
this information already, especially about
immediate family members, a good deal more
can be gathered by research inte both primary
and secondary written sources. A good place to
begin this recearch s the family Bible_ In
addition, In almost every family there is
someone who has an old shoe box Full of

miscellaneous family papers such as school
diplomas, old letters, and tax reconds, These
rieed to be located and examined for
information. Family photographs and material
objects are especially interesting. Sensitively
interpreted, they can suggest much about “what
life was like” years ago. Also available to the
family researcher are the kinds of public
documents used by genealogists—birth,
marriage, and dealh records, wills, censuses,
immigrant passenger lists.

By drawing upon a number of these personal
and public documents, the family researcher can
begin to understand the basic pattern of events
in family members’ lives—when and where they
were bom, educated, and married, residential
and occupational histories, the children born to
them. It is usetul to assemble this data on a
single form for each family member being
researched: a sample form is lustrated above. It
also should Be noled that background data
might fruitfully be gathered for deceased
relatives. Not only will it make the Family
history more complete, but zlso it can help
stimulate recollections about these people during
interviews with their relatives and close friends.

Once some background information about
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family members has been gathered, the next step
for the family researcher & 1o try o understand
these individual lives in relation to the social
cimcumstances that affected them. This kind of
understanding will add depth to the interview
and may help the researcher perceive the
tamily’s history as something more than a
collection of individoal ies. Thus, an
afternoon spent in the local historical society or
the local history section of the library might
yield not only specific information about
individual ancestors, but also a clearer sense of
the historical setting within which these
ancestors lived. Also useful are general accounts
of American history and specific studies of
historical events and proces=es like rmmigration
or the Depression that may have affected family
members. Biographies, particularly some of the
more recent biographies of erdinary Americans
based largely on oral sources, are yet another
possible source of insight. The numher of such
works is enormous, but a local librarian or
college history instructor might be able to make
some useful suggestions {or background reading
relevant to individual Families.

L Metermmning & Fowus

Alfter gathering biographical data on family
members aned ing the general
background of the family history, the farmily
historian then needs to decide what direction the

o
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interviews will take, Possible areas of inguiry
fall within three broad calegories: the Impact of
major historcal events and trends such as racial
segregation, technological developments, or the
po=l World War 11 housing booam an the kamily
the relationship of various aspects of social life
such as work, religion, community lite, or class
status and mobility to individuals wilthin the
family: and the structisre and dynamics of
family life itself, Including household
rn-um'l;-urr,'n'rp, n-hhun:.hipi. among Family
members, and family values, A fourth area of
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inquiry is suggested by family folklorists who
are concerned not so much with the content of
a family's history as with the forms a family
uses bo preserve its experiences. [hus, the
tarmily resegrcher also mighi collect family
stories, traditions. customs, and beliefs

Since the number of possible topics and
subtopics within vach of these broad calegories
is enormogs, it is advisable to focus on a few
main themes that seem most relevant (o the
F.a.rnlil}' 5 EEErETeE; mthemaises  the infbormation
gathered will be a random collecbon of
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unrelated facts, anecdotes, and insights. These
themes, however, should only be tentative. The
tamily historian needs to be aware that
interviewees themselves may open up new areas
of inquiry, new ways of understanding

tamily history.

Conducting the Intervienn

Once some background research is done and
a general focus for the investigation is
determined, the family researcher is ready to
bepin interviewing. Choose For Hrs! interviews
those family members with whom you feel most
comfortable and who seem to enjoy talking
about the past. [f these interviews are
successful, less enthusiastic family members
might be encouraged to participate. In addition,
the interviewer will have acguired skill in
interview technigues before dealing with more
difficult situations. Of course, common sense
dictates that the oldest family members be
interviewed first.

Aber selecting persons 1o interview. the
family histarian needs to consider very carefully
how 1o encourage extensive and thoughtful
recall From the interviewees. An interview is
above all a social interaction; if it is awkward
and tense. no matter how carefully researched,
it will be intellectually and personally
unrewarding.

The interviewer needs to contact the
interviewees and explain the purpose of the
interview, acquire additional biographical data
if necessary. explore possible topics for the
interviews, and in general encourage the
subjects to begin thinking about their own and
the family's history. A good technique is to
review old photographs and documents with the
interviewees for they are often valuable memory
jogs. It also might be interesting to take the
people back to scenes from their eariier
years—former homes. schools, churches, places
of employment—as a way of stimulating
additional memories.

Based on this pre-interview conversation, as
well as the background research and the general
focus determined for the project. the family
historian next needs to prepare an outline of
topics to pursue during the interviews.
Interviews can be structured autobiographically.
so that the interviewees are guided into giving a
chronological account of their lives, or
topically. so that only certain aspects of their
experiences are probed. The best Family history
interviews are probably a combmation of
autobiographical and topical narratives, though
the individual researcher needs 1o decide which
method best suits the previously established

purposes,

The outline for the interviews should facilitate
recall, not inhibit it. It is not a list of "twenty
qm‘.ﬂiam" to which the interviewer rigidly
adheres, but a list of topics and subtopics to
give direction to the interviews. [t is important
to emphasize, . that the interviewer
needs 1o have a clear senwe of the catepories of .
information to be sought; otherwise, it is easy -
to become overwhelmed by a welter of
disparate facts and wandering recollections,

Trying to compress the highlights of some fifty,
seventy, or even ninety yvears of living into a
few hours of a taped interview is, after all, a
difficult task and demands considerable
Forethought,

Dring the-interviews, the interviewer needs
to encourage a mood of expansiveness in the
subjects so that they are stimulated to recount
life experiences openly and on their own terms.

The best way to do this is to ask open-ended
questions that can be developed at length by the
interviewees. However. questions should not be

so broad or complex that the interviewees do

not know where to begin an answer. For

example, suppose the interviewer wanis to learn
about the interviewee's childhood. A closed
guestion like “When and where were you

bomnT" doees not allow room for elaboration

upon experiences. Yet a too open statement like
“Tell me about your childhood—vyour family.

your school experiences, what vour communmnity |
was like—anything that vou can remember” .
might simply elicit a few bits and pieces of -
information with mo real Focus. A better way to
probe childhood experiences would be to say, "1
understand you were born in Baltimore in 1905

to parents who had recently immigrated to this
country [all this information having been

learned from the background research done

before the interview)]. Tell me somethimg about

this family that you were born inte.”

Follow-up questions on whal an interviewee
has just said can encourage yet additional recall.
Thus. to refer to the example above, depending
upan how the interviewee has answered the
question about the family, the interviewer can
dig for details about the economic
circumetances, emotional climate, the roles and
mq:-umﬂ:rﬂi-tks of each parent, the children’s
place in the family, and so forth. Then the
researcher can go on to ask guestions about
other aspects af the interviewee's childhood such
as school experiences and the community lived
in. In all cases, rach topic should be explored as
completely as possible before moving on to
another. If the interviewee wanders off the
track. the interviewer can simply return to the
subject by saying something like, "Before getting  «
into the subject of yvour school experiences, I'd
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like to learn some more about your Family., Tell
me something about what your mother did in
the home."”

Throughout the interviews, the interviewer
should play the role of “active listener,” gently
gulding and encouraging the interviewees
recollections but never intruding upon them.
Thus, questions should be unbiased; they should
be phrased in such a way that no particular
answer seems expected. “Tell me more about

" *“Why do vou think that . . . ., and
"Give me an example of ;" are all good
ways to draw out an interviewee even on fairly
sensitive or controversial lopics. On the other
hand, phrases like “Don’t you agree that . . ."
or “lsn’t it true that " are likely to inhibit all
but the most assertive interviewees. Interviewers
also should refrain from commenting Favorably
or unfavorably on what the interviewees say.
Good rapport can be maintained nonverbally by
eve contact, nods and smiles, an intent
expression, and a relaxed body position and
verbally by an occasional non-commital “l
pnderstand™ or 7] see.’

—

?
|
|

It is important also not to inhibit interviewees
by intermupting once they have started to
answer guestions. Let them unfold the logic of
their lives as they choese. Clarification and
exarmples can be elicited after the original
guestion is answered. It is a good idea lo have a
pad and peneil handy during interviews to jot
down notes for these follow-up questions.

The interviewer should also be certain that
the interviewees actually have Hnished
answering a question before asking another.
Pauses in narration, though uncomfortable for
an eager interviewer, often signal efforts to
gather additional thoughts on a topic, not the
end of thought on it. The interviewer should
keep in mind that generally the best interviews
are those in which the interviewer says the least.

The setting of interviews can help nurture
recall, and the interviewer should pay attention
to this detail of the interview process also,
Interviews should take place where those being
questioned are most comfortable and used to
talking informally: usually this means their own
home— perhaps in the living room, but more
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often in the den, kitchen, or back yard.
Wherever the interviews take place, they should
be free of interruptions and distractions that
might break the interviewees' concentration.
They should also be free of background

noise —nothing makes a tape harder to
understand than the regular creaking of a
rocking chair or the steady hum of an air
conditioner. Interviewer and interviewee should
sit close enough to one another to maintain eye
contact easily. The tape recorder microphone
should be directed toward the interviewee, and
the recorder itself, which the interviewer is
completely al ease with operating, should be
néar the interviewer so that tapes can be
changed unobtrusively as necessary.

Though oral historians generally agree that
maximum rapport is gained by interviewing
only one person at a time, sometimes talking
with-a small group of family members about ald
times is an especially enjoyable and valuable
experience that provides considerable
information as individuals trigger each other’s
memories and spur one another on. A group
interview aleo may provide insight into patterns
of interaction among family members and may
highlight differences and similarities among
family members’ individual experiences. A
group session is perhaps best used in
confunction with more #xtensive individual
interviews.

Because interviews are often exhilarating
experiences for both interviewer and
interviewee, the interviewer should take care
not to end abruptly, but rather ask one or bwo
deflationary questions at the end ol the
interview and then spend a few minutes visiting

= — =il e —

with the interviewee once it is over. They are
also tiring, and two hours generally seems to be
the limit for a single productive session.

A Word ol Canltinn

Although interviewing family members is
usually a mutually rewarding experience,
sometimes certain problems arise. Some
potential interviewees, schooled in the great-
men-and-events version of history, have
difficulty understanding that the story of their
life experiences is of particular interest to
anyone and so have little enthusiasm for a
family history project. Others are simply
unwilling to speak candidly about what they
feel is personal and, therefore. private. Other
difficulties can arise. Pain over a deceased
relative, embarrassment at a youthful
indiscretion, efforts by estranged relatives to get
the interviewer "on their side,” and attempts by
an interviewee to present only “the good side”
of the family history have all been encountered
by family historians. There s no single solution
to handling any of these problems, but tact,
persistence, and a sensitivity to this human
dimension of family history research are the best
guides,

The very human quality of oral testimony
raises particularly complex guestions about its
validity as a historical document. Memaories do
Fade over the years, and It is diffcult for most
peaple to be objective aboat their own
experiences, However, the mood the interviewer
creates during the interview itself and the
creativity ol questions can affect signiticantiy
the candor of the interviewee's recollections, it
is also important for the interviewer to do
background research and inlerview several
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family members about the family history in
order to judge the veracity of any single
account. But what is most impaortant is to
accept all interviewees' interpretations of their
lives as their interpretation, Oral testimony, like
any other historical source, needs to be
evaluated bath for its factual accuracy and far
what it reveals about the attitudes and values of
the interviewee.

After the Inktsrvlzwn

The Family historian may well feel that a
collection of documents and taped interviews is
an adequate record of the family history. This
material, however, should be organized in some
way to facilitate access. A filing system, with
individual files containing all pertinent
information for each relative, coupled with a
carefully labeled set of tapes, |s perhaps the
simplest way to organize a collection. A more
complex liling system, by theme or by time
period, may be necrssary for more ambitious
projects. It should be noted, however, that
transcribing the tapes or making a running index
of what s discussed on each tape makes
retrieval of information considerably easier.

The family historian also may wish to
organize and interpret more completely the data
collected, write up a family history, and
circulate it among family members, It might be
well alsa to consider placing a copy of the
completed paper in the local historical society or
library so that future researchers may have the
benefit of the work. If a written family history
goes outside the hands of the immediate family.
the family historian is advised to secure written
permission from the interviewees for researchers
to draw upon information contained in their

tapes.

A Family history project may seem to be
enormously ambitious. Certainly, the methods
outlined in this pamphlet can be adapted to fit
specific situations. Considerable background
resgarch and a pre-interview conversation may
nol always be possible before each interview.
Interviewing itsell becomes easier as the
interviewer gains experience. Careful
organization of data, too, can wail for a later
date. In the end, perhaps the best advice is
simply to STAET.
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Using Memoirs
to Write Local History

By Elizabeth Y. Enstam

“Tell me about when you were little,” a
grandchild begs, and her grandfather sits down
to reminisce. His remembrances may grow into
written memoirs and become a rich source for
the local historian. Often memoirs offer
detailed information that is not available
elsewhere. All writers of memoirs are
self-conscious to some degree; that is, they
expect what they recall to be read. Responding
to requests by children, grandchildren or close
imends, the writers of memoirs know that their
experiences are significant to others; for this
reason, they make a special effort to preserve
matetials too frequently omitted from other
records,

-

People who write memoirs reflect upon their
times and seek to relate their experiences to
specific political and military events or to
cullural and social situations. Thus, while
memoirs do create certain problems for the
researcher, they are, as Francis Russell Hart
has observed, the most historical of all the
personal sources. A letter writer, for example,
assumes that the redpient knows the
droumstances or causes of events and is
familiar with the procedures of everyday life.
Diaries and journals give a real sense of having
known the writer, but because they are
personal records kept for personal reasons,
they rarely include details of ordinary things

AASLH Technical Leaflet 145
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Memoirs, however, record the routine,
everyday memonies needed to reconstruct the
reality of life in the past.

The terms “"memoirs” and “autobiography”
are frequently used interchangeably, but the
two are not the same. An aumbiu%::}:lhy isa
complete life history. Memoirs record a
significant life period or a particular aspect of
the writer's life. Other memoirs are simply a
collection of memeories. In fact, the word
“memoirs” is too formal for many written
personal memories. More accurate terms are
“recollecions,”” “reminiscences” or just
“memories.”

Though all the memoirs used as examples in
this leaflet concern the history of Dallas and
Dallas County, Texas, between 1842 and 1900,
almost any area of the United States is likely to
have most, if not all, of the forms of memoirs
discussed below. -

Types of memoirs

Preserved by families or deposited in
libraries and in the archives of local historical
societies, local memoirs vary in form and
length—from complete books to a few
handwritten paragraphs to any number of
unbound typed pages. Usually, they have an
informal style of writing and somewhat
disorganized content that rambles from one
topic to another much as memory itself works,
inspired randomly by some phrase, word or
chance recollection.

Some memwoirs are preserved as taped
interviews conducted by oral historians. (See
AASLH Technical Leaflet 123, “Using Oral
History for a Family Project.”) Others are

i through autobiographies and local
histories written by early residents. Some local
histories, in fact, are based so much on the
writers” own experiences and memories that
they are more memoirs than works of history.
Memoirs also include memories published in
newspaper columns by journalists who
interview elderly residents about their families
or their own lives, p ing colorful bits of
history often missed or ignored by historians.

Whatever their form, all memoirs focus on
ane or more aspects of life and
experience, either in_the author’s life or in the
local area’s past. Sometimes they have only one
topic—an individual's memories of some
catastrophe, an illness or injury overcome, the
local effects of a national event. Others
reconstruct a whole way of life, meticulously
recalling details of everyday life and work.
When they provide an eyewitness account,
what the writer was told, memoirs must be

" = _

classified as secondary sources, even when
ide a contemporary account.

This leafiet deals with four topics regarding
the use of memoirs to write local history:
finding memoirs and securing permission o
use them; information that memoirs offer local
historians; the problems of using memoirs as a
historical source, especially the problem of
checking their accuracy; and the problems and
value of the subjective nature of the materials
available in memoirs.

Finding memoirs and getling permission o
use them

Research often involves a good deal of
sleuthing to locate historical sources, but it is
relatively easy to find memoirs. Local history
collections in public librades include memoirs;
in fact, memoirs are often shelved in the

al collection under biography or

autobiography. For this reason, it is a good
idea simply to survey the card catalog for books
about the local area, and then select those
that are memoirs or that might contain the

rsonal memories of the wnter. Memoirs
available in libraries and archives are often
published and copyrighted by the author or the
author’s family. Quote and cite memoirs like
any other published source.

Local historical and genealogical societies
sometimes publish memoirs in their
newsletters or journals. Local h.lstnrr:;ll
organizations have more personal relationships
with an author or an author's family than
commercial publishing houses or university

have. Therefore, check with the editor
of the newslefter or joumnal to see if the author
or the author’s family wishes to restrict use of
the materials, Otherwise, cite and quote the
reference in the regular way.

When the memoirs exist only as an
unpublished manuscript, quoting from them
for publication can be more complicated. If the
manuscript is in a library or archives collection,
the librarians or archivists will know whether
the manuscript belongs to the institution or to
the writer's family and whether there are
restrictions on its use, Usually, you can use
and cite any manuscript in a library or archives,
though manuscripts in closed collections are
not available to researchers. If the manuscrnipt
belongs to the library or archives, indicate that
fact in your dtation.

Anocther source for memories are personal
interviews. If you record memories of local
people, be sure they know their information
will be used in a publication. Also tell them the
purpose of the publication. Ask each person
being interviewed to sign a release form or at

““‘\



AASLH Technical Leafiet 145

least give written ission for the interview
to be used in the publication. This routine
procedure protects both parties, ensuring the
researcher’s right to use the materials and the
source’s right to accurately credit his or her
information. tions like the Oral
History Assodation have standard release
forms. Libraries and archives develop their
own forms, and you can use the forms as a
guide for your own research.

Sometimes }rmt will find unpublished
memwoirs guite by accident through
contacts, A ily may save a handwritten
memoir for sentimental reasons, never
dreaming that it has historical value, espedally
if it concerned day-to-day life instead of a war
or politics. Casual conversations with friends,
wqth members of a historical or genea]ngca]

, or with other persons interested in
local history lead you to these memoirs—
someone knows someone who knows someone
who treasures the yellowed pages written
many years ago by her great-great-
grandmother. Finding such a manuscript and
being allowed to use it is exciting, but such
good fortune is unplanned—it comes as a gift.

Three basics to remember

In short, there are three basic legal points to
remember when you use memoirs. First,
-arefully document factual information and the
author’s original ideas. This helps you conform
to basic scholarship rules and legally protecis
i:‘mﬁm plagiarism. Second, it is important to

ve clear permission to use unpublished
materials for a specific purpose and to note
their ownership as part of the documentation.
For complex “ﬂueshﬂns about the legal use of

blished historical sources,
the best guide to the United States copyright
law of 1976 is Donald F. Johnston's Copyright
Handbook (New York: R.R. Bowker &
Company, 1978). Intended for use
publishers, librarians, educators and authors as
well as attorneys, the Copyright Handbook clearly
explains the complicated provisions of the most
recent copyright -

The third basic point concerns responsible
scholarship as well as legal protection. It is very
important not to push the facts into
unwamanted or extreme mndusiuns in order to
prove your pet or up” a story.

“Reading behvmpe mmt;}:: hne:'P":]: essentially a
careless approach to the past, and it can insult,
hurt or slander an individual or a family. On
the other hand, family members may become

00 concerned about the way material from the

— unpublished memoirs is used. If anyone

attempts to influence a story”’s use or

interpretation, the researcher may have to omif
the material rather than write a slanted history,
iaceﬂlefa.mﬁy'sdlssahsiachunurnsk a
lawsuit.

Only through responsible use of evidence
and precise expression and discretion in
writing will you achieve a carefully reasoned,
accurate account of the past. '

Kinds of historical information in memoirs

Omnce you locate memoirs, what kinds of
information can you expect to find?

Memoirs are often the only sources of
information about certain periods and events.
In the past, men and women took their families
into new areas before the advent of census
takers, the newspapers and the courts, Thus,
for the earliest years of settlement, the records
of a frontier come only from personal memories
of the first pioneers. If you combine the

te reminiscences of several people, you
can get a surprisingly complete picture of an
area. Such memories may appear as short
informal arficles in local tions or in the
newsletters of historical and genealngkal

Similarly, memoirs may provide the only
sources of information for an area’s earliest
institubions. The first institutions in Dallas
County, for example, were schools taught by
pioneer women in their homes. Later, schools
were held in log buildings which also served as
churches. Information about those early
schools and churches exists only in the
memuoirs of the Dallas residents who attended
them.

Memoirs also ess accounts
of how %le lived in the past, and sometimes

they provide unexpected information about
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pioneer life. The earliest houses in new areas
were simple and crude, but pioneers managed
to furnish them with a few nice things from
their ious homes.

When Alice Floyd thought of her parents’ log
cabin of the late 1840s in the Dallas suburb of
Farmers Branch, she remembered chairs with
rawhide bottoms with the hair left on the hide.
She also recalled a big cherry chest and a small
table used only for the Bible. One wall of the
cabin had a floor-to-ceiling bookcase. The
four-poster bedsteads l'l.iff featherbeds on top
of straw ticks, all covered with a counterpane
and matching bolster with pillows. These high
beds had trundle beds underneath, she
remembered. Her “Memories” were published
in the Loval History and Genealogical Society of
Dalias (Vol. 1, No. ) in 1965. The traditional
view of the frontier omits the fact that instead
of being indigent, many pioneers were well
established in their former homes. Frequently,
pioneers managed to take a few comforts with
them into the raw country, as Alice Floyd's
memoirs related.

In addition to being a source for the earliest
years of settlement, some memoirs provide the
only information available about an area’s first
residents—espedally those who left no
descendants, who were not involved in
political or military affairs, or who were not
wealthy or socially inent. Thus, memoirs
are invaluable for studying the work and
contributions of women and minorities to a

Perhaps the most important contribution of
memoirs is their descriptions of everyday life.
Skills that now seem so im ive, OF even
ingenious, were taken for granted and hardly
noticed in the past—partly because everyone
had the same abilities. These skills become
significant only in retrospect, when older men
and women realized that they were no longer
practiced and might be forgotten. The routine,
repetitive activities of the past define some
basic differences between those times and ours.
Beside them, the great events of history seem
abstract and remote. Even wars had little
immediate effect on the routines of daily life
(except for the areas actually invaded).

The details of everyday life have another
significance for frontier history as well. While
they often illustrate the similarities of one
American frontier with another, sometimes
they show the uniqueness of a particular area.
The pioneers used the resources at hand to
make their homes in the wilderness, and
frequently adapted skills to use materials at
hand. For example, in New England women
made candles from bayberries. And in Dallas
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County, according to local historian Philip
Lindsley in his book, A History of Greater Dallas
and Vicinity, they used bear tallow for candles
and honeybee wax for tapers.

Transcending physical aspects

Memoirs :Eegaisﬂ-ae uniqueness of a specific
place, but they also give accounts of a local
area’s inclusion in a nationwide movement.
The Civil War, for example, affected all parts of
the United States to one degree or another.
You can study the effects of important national
events through statistical studies which tell
what the general population was doing, where
people moved, what kinds of work they found
and how their income levels changed. Statistics
show what was typical or unusual for large
numbers of people. But memoirs show what
the most typical of conditions meant to those
who experienced them. Only the observations
of individuals convey what the war years
meant to them and how they managed to put
their lives back together after the peace.

The historical materials in memoirs go
beyond the physical aspects of life into the
mare abstract realms of people’s attitudes.
When memaoirs record family legends and
stories, they frequently convey the ways

le thought. Family a otes also preserve
the values of the past. Amanda Carr’s mother
was born a slave, but emancdipation did not
mean less hard work or less persenal
discipline. Nellie Carr and her daughters ran
their farme: “We cut wood; we hauled it,”
Carr remembered when columnist Kenneth
Foree interviewed her for the Dallas Morming
News in 1946. “We plowed, we planted, we
picked, we hauled to gin. We fenced, we made
chairs, , . ." with that hard work, Nellie
Carr enforced a strict, old-fashioned discipline.
Her daughter remembered that “when she
sent you to the spring, she’d spit (on the
ground), and you'd better be back before it
dried.” Foree's columns are in & collection at
the Dallas Historical Sodety.

In addition to preserving people’s attitudes
and values, family memories provide a record
of what people in the past considered funny. In
1946, Mrs. Charles D. Adams remembered her
father's from the Confederate Army
in 1864 and related the tale to columnist Foree.
Armed with a Bowie knife and a sword, a
bearded, ragged soldier came one day to the
house of her grandfather, Obadiah Knight, she
told Foree. The soldier’s appearance frightened
the children and upset the family’s pet dogs,
but the man identified himself as a member of
the Dallas-Tyler company—the same group the
Knights’ son Dude had joined in 1861. The
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tattered stranger was welcomed as a friend and
invited to stay the night. He spent several
hours telling war stories to the Knight family
before one of the teenaged daughters
recognized Dude’s “friend” as Dude J
himself—who could create a practical joke out
of any situation. Foree published the anecdote
in the June 30, 1946, edition of the Dallas
Mornirg News.

Unlike tragedy or pathos, whose causes and
pain we share with le of other times,
humor tends to grow out of a spedific cultural
situation. Because humor is produced by
maores, manners and customs that change,
humor becomes quickly outmoded. But Dude
Krﬂs practical joke is still funny, and it
rea across the century, linking us with an
earlier America and giving us a sense of
kinship with a previous era in our culture.

Problems with using memoirs as historical
SOLUTCES

Because memoirs relate personal and
subjective memories, using them in historical
research creates several problems.

First and most obvious is the problem of
factual errors. All records prepared by human
minds contain mistakes; and you must be
specially careful when you deal with memory.
The “first” church in a community, for
example, may just be the earliest church
remembered by the writer. Check such
memaoirs against the records of the area’s
several oldest churches to certify the dates
when the congregation was first organized, as

to the date of the first church
building. Although memoirs often relate an
evewitness account, they are not a record made
at the time of the actual event. Even persons
with sound memories may have learned the
information incorrectly in the first place.

Whenever possible, compare factual
information in memoirs with a newspaper
account, the diary of another eyewitness or
with cont letters. Comparing factual
information raises problems. Diaries and letters
may not exist, may not be available if they do
exist and may not mention the particular
subject needing verification. Moreover, if the
event occurred before the establishment of the
local newspaper or earlier than any existing
issues of the newspaper, only other memoirs
provide comparisons and verification of events
and dates. The Dallas Herald, for example, was
first published in 1849, bul the earliest existing
issues date from 1856. If positive verification of
information in a memoir is impossible, alert
your readers to the problem.

After the political and legal life of a
eommunity was established, plentiful records
ap . City directories, census reports, tax
rolls, deeds, wills, court and police records,
and newspaper advertisements verify specific
facts mentioned in memoirs.

In addition, use sources from other areas of
the United States to verify habits, customs and
the processes of everyday routine work. For
example, most of the pioneers settling in Dallas
County came from the Southeast and from the
Midwest, and they brought the methods of
working they had used before. While it is true
that the climate and the matenials available in
Texas required certain modifications, many
pioneers kept and used the basic techniques.

You can also compare memaories of daily lite
and work in other areas during the same
period of time to verify habits. Such
comparison is i important when
memories include descriptions of unusual
processes. Catherine James, a pioneer of the
Dallas suburb of Garland, for example, recalled
the way her mother preserved butter from
May, when the cows went dry, through the® <
rest of the year. James’ memories are

i in Seventy Years in the Garland, Diallas
County, Texas Area [Typescript, 1927], and are
currently housed at the Nicholson Memorial
Library in Garland, Texas. After whipping the
moisture out of fresh butter, James wrote, her
mother packed it into earthien jars in layers |
separated by salt. The jar was fightly covered
and stored in the coolest place available.
During the winter, the butter was unpacked as
it was needed and the salt washed off. James
remembered its “delightful nutty flavor,”
which she preferred to that of fresh butter.

The first question that comes to mind is:
Could this process really butter?
While it is true that people developed many
processes now lost because of mechanization,
most people in the relied on spring houses
to preserve their milk products or, instead,
made cheese. James may indeed be accurate,
but unless her memory can be confirmed by
comparisons with others, such an account must
be used with caution.

Another problem with using memoirs as
historical sources is their strong element of
sentimentality. A memory of pure, clear air in
Dallas County in the 1850s is undoubtedly
accurate. But a claim that pork and ham of
those years were superior to meats of the 1920s
reveals more about the writer than about the
quality of 19th-century foods. Taste and smell
are often sharper in youth and reminisaing
encourages nostalgia—espedally about family,
home and childhood. Feelings often distort
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perceptions of the present and affect memory.

Finally, the factual information in memaoirs is
often slanted by the writer’s particular point of
view, Memoirs may be too selective, thereby
giving an incorrect account of the past. One
example of a biased memoir is American
Impressions, translated by Marion Moore
Coleman and published in Cheshire, Conn., by
Cherry Hill Books in 1968. In the book, Kalikst
Wolski, a Polish engineer, guided a group of
French immigrants from Houston to Dallas
County in 1855. He published his memoirs
some 2 years later. From other sources we
know that Dallas in 1855 consisted of a cluster
of log buildings near the ford across the Trinity
River. Though Dallas was little more than an
agricultural village where most of the 400-odd
inhabitants produced their own food and
clothing, the arca had a weekly newspaper, a
lyceum and at least one cultured woman who
taught music lessons on her rosewood piano.

Wolski's European eyes ignored these few
amenities and focused on the community’s
colorful and quaint disorder. He wrote about
the unusual Ameniran frontiersmen ather than
about the kind of society the settlers were
building. Wolski's memoirs relate an
incomplete view of Dallas which, if read by
itself, gives an inaccurate picture of early
Diallas,

Examining memoirs for accuracy

By comparing individual memones with
other memoirs, with public records.and with
statistical studies, the local historian can avoid
their weaknesses.

Ask yourself the following questions when
you examine a memoir. Who is the writer?
What is his or her purpose? Does the writer
intend to influence our view of the past or
merely to tell us what it was like? What is this
writer's point of view or frame of reference?
Why and for whom were these memoirs
written? How does thelr iInformabon compare
with that of other memoirs and public records?
How accurate and reliable are the memopirs,
and how do you know?

The problems and value of subjective sources
Researchers often express uneasiness about
the validity of personal sources because they
are subjective in nature. But a memoir’s value
lies precisely in that subjectivity. A great deal
of historical research, whether national or local,
involves the search for accurate facts—the
correct dates of events, the reasons for a town's
name, the moves of a family, an unbiased
account of political conflict, the names of

Cowfasy of Mg Jofvr Wirisdond & Misd Anne Cociran
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Mancy Jane Hughes Cochran

abjective facts. Yet, if history includes only
"objective facts,” it lacks any sense of real
lives—a quality that draws many people to
study the past.

Gity directories, censuses or even newspaper
articles often give only the barest sense of what
life was like for people in the past. By 1876, the
population of Dallas had wn to more than
7,000 persons as milroads tumed the typical
Southern market village into a frontier “boom
town.” According to attorney Philip Lindsley,
in A History of Greater Dallas and Vicinity
{Chicago: Lewis Publishing Company, 1909),
life in Dallas was still primitive in some ways.

At this time, and for years later, not a single
street in the cty was pavéd. | have seen rails
stuck up in [deep] holes on Elm Street, as a

warning. . . . I'he soil was called "black waxy.

Someone said it stuck closer than a brother. In
going to my . . . home in the ‘Cedars,’ in rainy
weather, I . . . walked across the mud as best |

could. . . . Now and then I had to stop, and,
knife in hand, cut some of the mud from my
shoes. . . . | have seen country wagons with
not a spoke to be seen in the wheels, the entire
wheel apparently of mud.”

Though photographs of Dallas in the
later 1870s do exist, pictures of unpaved streels
cannot match Lindsley’s description of the
sheer nuisance of the sticky black mud.

Although Lindsley’s personal memories
described the community’s social, cultural and
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sources and often failed to check the facts of
the stories he repeated. Thus, the most
valuable matenals in Lindsley’s History are the
subjective, personal memories he records, both
his own and those of “old-timers” who came. to
Dallas before 1875.

Memoirs, then, provide glimpses of
individual experience, giving a sense of the

nalities and the motivations of those who
ilt the community.

Nancy Jane Hughes Cochran was one of the
founders of Cochran Chapel Methodist Church
and a leader in her community, which is now
part of a residential area of northwest Dallas.
The church published her relatives” memaories,
titled Memories Lroe On and On, in 1974.

Her grandsons and nephews remembered
her as “equal to any occasion.” She could
“preach a funeral, survey land, draw up a
deed, run a sizable farm and operate a cotton
gin.” In her later years, Cochran sometimes
sided with her young grandchildren
against their parents in family disagreements.
But she was "'strait-laced” with her own
children, especially when it came to “Sunday
observance.” Her grandson told columnist Sam
Acheson, “Father said that on weekends
[Grandmother] sewed the boys into their
underwear so they couldn’t go swimming on
Sunday.” Acheson's column ran in the Dec. 16,
1968, issue of the Dallas Morning News.

Cochran’s strong personality impressed
her values on her children’s lives and, through
them, on down to her grandchildren. Without

their memories we would have only an outline
of her life without any insight into her
character.

Few memories can be counted and tabulated
as “trends” or “tendencies,” Memories cannot
:;E charted onto graphs or compiled into tables
or each is unique, individual and specific to a
place and time. Each is anecdotal and
subjective, and each is quite real, reminding us
that history is about le who lived and
hurt, laughed and |t. gne major value of
memoirs in the wrniting of history, then, hes
specifically in the realm of experience that we
call “subjective.”

Conclusion

Far the general public, much of the
fascination of history comes from good stories
about real people. On the other hand,
academic historians tend to be uncomfortable
with individual i because its
anecdotal nature cannot be called typical. With
the uses of personal memornes, both academic
historians and general readers are right. The

memaory of any person is a single case that may

nol serve as an accurate example of the

rience of other peopile; yet the experience
of the individoal, in fact, matters becaouse it is
unique. [f.we remind ourselves of their
limitations, personal memories—memoirs—
will not distort our conclusions and
observations. Instead, these ghimpses of the
past will enrich our knowledge and
understanding of life in former times.

For further reading

In the field of history, one of the best uses of
personal sources to reconstruct the lives of a
large number of people is John Mack
Faragher's Women and Men on the Overland Trail
(New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press,
1979). In Appendix Il (pp. 198-203), Faragher
explains his use of a behavioral science method
called “content analysis™ to study both the
daily lives and work, and the attitudes and
values of the Oregon pioneers. Despite his
statistical analysis of dianes, joumals and

memoirs, Faragher preserves a sense of
genuine insight into the lives and motivations
of individuals.

Julie Roy Jeffrey uses personal sources in a
maore traditional way in Frontier Women: The
Trans-Mississippi West, 1840-1880 (New York:
Hill and Wang, 1979). Jeffrey uses quotes from
the diaries and journals of pioneer women
effectively and, though her examples are
chosen without the kind of systematic analysis
done by Faragher, thev are carefully chosen
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T. F. Camey's article, “"Content Analysis: A
Review Essay,.” in the Hisforicgl Methods

Newsletier (March, 1971), pPp: 52-61, thoroughly

explains the application of content analysis tp
historical matenials. Despite its usefulness, it is
an abstract and impersonal study. The same
must be said for John A. Garraty’s study, “The
Applicatiori of Content Analysis to Biography
and History,” in Trends i Content Analysis,
edited by Ithiel de Sola Pool (Urbana, IIL.,

1959).

Behavioral scientists use content analysis to
evaluate the personal experiences of groups of
people, but ll:_v also use the “case study™

approach. One good explanation of how
psychologists use onal sources is by
Gordon W. Allport, The Use of Persomal
Documents in Psychological Science (New York:
Sodcial Science Research Coundl, 1942). Allport.
in fact, lists the same kinds of questions that
historians ask in evaluating the validity and
accuracy of sources.

Another Social Science Research Council

tion is The Llse of Personal Documents in

astory, Anﬁu?k}gy artd Sociology
(Washingt C.: 1945), Authors Louis

Gottschalk, Clyde Kluckhohn and Robert
Angell discuss the uses of personal documents
in their respective fields of study. Gottschalk’s
essay is a useful basic discussion of the
historical method.

Regarding memoirs as works of literature,
see Frands Russell Hart's two essays on the
nature of modern memoirs and how they
reflect our times. In “"Notes for an Anatomy of
Modem Autobiography,” in New Literary
History (Spring, 1970), pp. 485-511, Hart offers
some usetul definitions of “Confessions,"”
“Apology” and “Memoir” as literary forms. Of
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the three kinds of personal memories, Hart
observes that the memoir secks specifically to
relate the self to history, to cultural patterns
and changes.

Another work by Hart, ""History Talking to
Itself: Public Personality in Recent Memoir,””
New Literary History (Autumn, 1979), pp.
193-210, analyzes the memoirs of several
currently prominent persons and focuses an
their need to relate as individuals to the larger
society, essentially to their own time in history.

Lynd Farg-urrm £ article, “Autobjography ac
History,” in the University of Toromte Quarteriy
(Winter, 1979-80), pp- 139-155, concentrates
on autobiography. Forguson also includes a
useful discussion of the accuracy and validity
of memory as a source for information about
the past and deals with the subjective as a

realm of experience.

American Association for State and Local History
708 Berry Road
Nashville, Tennessee 37204

TECHNICAL LEAFLET 145

Technical Leaflets are published by the
American Association for State and Local
History for the purpose of bringing useful
information to persons working in the state
and local history movement. The selection of
subject matter is based upon varied inguiries
received by the Association’s home office. The
leaflets, which are detachable from the
magazine, are copyrighted © 1982 by AASLH

and should be cataloged as part of HISTORY
NEWS.

American Assodation for State and Local
History Technical Leaflet 145, HISTORY
NEWS,; Volume 37, Number 11, November
1982. Using Memoirs to Whrite Local History

Reprints are available. For information on
prices, write to the Association at 708 Berry
Rd., Nashville, Tenn. 3724.



HISTORYNEWS JE=@ || (@V2NS
LEAFLET

A PUBLICATION OF THE
AMERICAN ASSOCIATION
FOR STATE AND LOCAL HISTORY

Using Oral
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Museums

BY BARBARA ALLEN BOGART
1story museums in the 1990s have a variety of important objectives and constituencies. They
mmist make their programs respansive, relevant, and responsible (o their communities in fhe present while fulfiil
ing their traditional mission of collecting, preserving. and interpreting the past. Oral history can help museums
achieve all these goals,

AL first glance, incorporating oral history into their programs may seem dainting for Tistory musenns, espes
cially for those with limited staff and scarce resources. But musenms of all sizes amd kinds have been using oral
history in their programs for vears. This Technical Leafet offers some suggestions on how oral history can be
successhilly and effectively used in history museum settings and provides a few examples that illustrate how ol

history can be a powerful tnol in achieving the history museuin’s mission



WHAT IS ORAL HISTORY?

Oral history is the systematic collection and record-
ing of personal memories as historical documentation.
In a sense; an oral historian collects memories in the
same way a museum collects artifacts.

The practice of oral history is very old, but in the
United States it has been widely used among both aca-
demic historians and the general public since the
1970, The major impetus for its popularity over the
past twenty five vears has been the renewed interest in
local and community history that emerged around the
time of the American Bicentenmial.

In academic circles. historians have begun to pay
more attention to the ives of people who traditionally
have been absent from standard historical works,
including ethnic and racial minorities, workers,
wormen, and children. For thess subjects, oral history
provides valisable information that is not often avail-
able in more traditional scurces.

Likewise, in history museums, the trend toward a
more democratic social history has been emerging.
For many museum professionals, oral history has
become a natora) tool for broadening their programs
to include a wider spectrum of their communities. Tt
bridges the gap between the past and the present by
using personal memones to inferpret artifacts or
EXPETIENCes.

Today, oral history is used in a wide range of institu-
tions all over the country, from state historical soci-
eties to house museums and museums with very spe
ciahized missions, Each uses oral history in different
ways to suit their missions, communities, and
resaurces. Some use aral history only for special pro-
jects, while others have built it into virtually all their
programs. Regardless of how oral history is used, the
fact that so many institutions take advantage of it sug-
grests that oral history is adapiable to and extremely
useful in a broad range of museums. Perhaps the
preatest atvantage of oral history in a museum sefting
is that it can easily be built into what you already do.

What follows are descriptions of how oral history
can be used in a history museum, including exam-
ples from a variety of institutions around the United
State=. Also proscnted is o brict overview of the
process of undertaking an oral history project, and a
section on common questions and concerns you
miy have about implementing oral history in your
own institution.

USING ORAL HISTORY TO
DOCUMENT COLLECTIONS

In a cupboard next to my kitchen is my grand-
mother's four-piece silver coffee service, which has
a story associated with it If I ddnated the coffee ser-
vice to a museum, | would want the story to be
made part of the accessions recard because the
stary is what's important about the service lor me
and my family.

Crral history can become part of the acquisitions

Growing Up in \

Oral histories enhance the interpretive value of photographs.
Photo courssy of the suthor

process by interviewing donors about the ftems they
are turning over to the museum. ln fact, much imfor-
mal interviewing does go on 'when curators and
donors are working together, but il can be beneficial
Lo make it 8 more formal process, During the inter
view, a donor can provide valuable information about
the donated items, not just about their provenance,
but about their meaning as well. Sometimes such
information is essential to understand the items.
Photographs, for instance. need to have as much iden-
tification as possible 10 be properly cataloged and
effectively used in interpretation.

For instance, in 1993, the Wyoming State Museum _
was given five reels of 16mm color film, which the J
danor had shot during several rafting trips down the
Green and Colorado rivers in the late 1950s, before
several dams were buill. We asked the donor to nar-
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rate a travelogue on audio casseite tape while we
showed the films. He explained how and why the trips
were taken; identified the locations. many of which
are now underwater; described the people involved:
and told stories about adventures along the way.
Without the audio component, a silent film is simply a
cryptic visual record of unidentified terrain and
unknown people.

Using recording equipment to capture these memo-
ries has several advantages. Not only is it easier for
donors to tape record what they know than to write it
all out by hand, but you will probably ask for, and
receive, more information than the donor would ordi-

0 narily write about on the acquisition form. When the
tape-recorded miormation becomes part of accessions
record. il can save valuable research ime down the
line if the artifacts or materials are used in interpre-

tive exhibits or other museum programs,

Another benefit of involving donors with oral histo-
ry is that it helps promote positive donor relations,
Maost people are flattered 1o be interviewed and are
happy to provide you with information about the arti
facts they are gving you. The process of captunng
their memaories on tape also enhances donor's percep-
tions that vou appreciate their donation.

REACHING OUT TO VISITORS

Museum visitors often haive strong personal associa-
tions with the events, experiences, and artifacts on
exhibit. Frequently they, like donors, can provide infor-
mation about how particular items were made or used,
can identify people and places in historical pho-
tographs, and can tell anecdotes or relate personal
memories ibout episodes; individuals, or locales relat-
#tl to the subjects depicted in exhibits.

There are several ways 1o take advantage of this nat-
ural response. For instance, some museums place
response sheeis al strategic locations in an exhibit,
asking people if they have information or memores
about the exhibit's topic and if they would be willing to
be interviewed Museum stafl members then contact
individuals who complete the response shepts and
arrange for the mterviews.,

The curator for an exhibit at the University of
Nevada who dealt with changes in the urban landscape
of Reno over the past twenty five vears built such
response mechanisms into the exhibit design it=elf At
the end of the exhibit, visitors were invited into a cur-
tained-off space where there was a tape recorder and
directions on how to record their own memories of
particular buildings or locales before development
changed them. The curator, who was gathering such
memories as part of a larger research project, was
overwhelmed at the response. “Everyone had a story
tell,” he said. “Even if it wasn't about Reno, people
seemed eager to talk about the places in their lives
that had changed.”

Using aral history 1o allow visitors to make a per-
sonal contribution to an exhibit is an effective means
of getting the community involved and invested in the
work of the institution. This is the premise underly-
ing an oral history project at the Texas Maritime
Musenm in Rockport, Texas. In a selfguided oral his-
tory program, visitors to the museum are given an
opporiunity to record their own maritime experi-
ences or family traditions about the subject. In the
museum’s library, visitors are encouraged o record
as much information as they wish, and they are able
to take home a copy of the tape when they have fin-
ished. Museum volunteers prepare subject guides to
the original tapes which become part of the muse-
um's fibrary. This visitor participation approach
allows the museum to gather information fairly effort-
lessly, and according to its director, helps create a
sense of community for the museum.




USING ORAL HISTORY IN Museum in Lakewood, Colorado received an impor-

INTERPRETIVE EXHIBITS tant donation of Vietnam War artifacts and pho-
Probably the most extensive use of oral history in tographs, it planned an exhibit around them. As

most history museums is to support interpretive pro- exhibit plans developed, the staff decided to conduct

grams, especially exhibits. During exhibit develop- oral history interviews with local Vietnam veterans.
ment. for example, oral history can be used as a Ultimately, the labels for all the photographs in the
research resource. Many state historical societies, exhibil were drawn from oral histories.

universities, and public libraries, have extensive oral A museum can also conduct an oral history project
history collctions thil can be to gather information around which
mined {or information about a an exhibit can be designed. For

potential exhibit topic. instance, the Fossil Country

Because ol history allows peo- Museum in Kemmerer, Wyoming,
ple to express what’s important to conducted a serjes of inlerviews on
them;, it alse can be used effectively coal mining from which it developed

an exhibit incorporating its extensive

in developing exhibat themes,
collection of artifacts and pho-

Exhibit themes that are drawn from

oral history can be an especially tographs. Al the University of
powerful way 0 reach visitors Wyoming's American Studies pro-
because they may have a deeper gram, the themes that emerged in a

series of oral history interviews with
identifv with the experiences pre- Européan immigrants and their chil-
sented in the exhibit. For instance, 3 it - dren in southwestern Wyoming were
when the Belmar Village Historical used as the basis for a traveling

commection that enables them to
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Transcribed excerpts of oral history interviews can serve as visual elernents for museum exhibitions.
Photo fram “Growing Up In YWyoming” cowrtrsy of the author
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exhibit called “Ellis Island in Wyoming ™

The Southern Oregon Historical Society made par-
ticularly innovative use of oral history in ils project
“The Land in Common,” which involved a series of
traveling exhibits dealing with and circulated to
three communities in Jackson County. Each exhibit
was based on interviews with a cross-section of resi
dents, focusing on their perceplions of community
identity and character and their assessments of his-
torical change.

When used in developing interpretive exhibits, oral
history nol only provides first-hand information about
the subject that may not be available in standard his-
lorical sources, it-also infuses an exhibit with an
immediate human presence, particulurly when
excerpts from oral histories are used as label text.
This can be particularly beneficial when the topic of
the exhibit is a broad one. In the Wyoming State
Museum's series of exhibits on World War I1, for
instance, the interpretive labels included quotes from
oral history interviews with Wyomingites to personal
ize and humanize such subjects as military service
and commodity rationing.

Finally, when a museum under-

The Kansas State Historical Society in Topeka also
believes oral history is essential to its programs. For
nstance, during a project to document quilt-making in
Kansas, museum staff members interviewed contem-
porary quilt makers, then used extensive excerpts
from the interviews in the project publication as well
as for interpretive labels for a traveling exhibiL

According to the Kansas History Museum’s educa-
tion director, *Our commitment o oral history is a
natural progression from the fact that our mission is
to show people how history relates to their lives. If we
are to do this effectively we must take our research
up to the present and, of course, oral history is an
excellent tool for that”

USING ORAL HISTORY FOR
SPECIAL PURPOSES
Some museums have effectively used oral history

to achieve particular ende. For instance, the oral his

tory program at the First Division Museum in

Wheston, [Mlinoks, was initiated to record reminis-

cences for research purposes. But, according to the
museim's director of operations, “As
the design of the pgalleries came to

takes a large, complex project, Rather than begin emphasize interactivity and the expe-
oral history can be used to serve a : il nences of individual soldiers. it was
variety of purposes. For instance, with a specific idea decided to have a series of inter-

in 1991, the Western Heritage for an exhibit or a views professionally flmed.” These
Center in Billings, Montana i Ll interviews were later edited and
launched an ambitious, three-year, program to which incorporated into the audio-visual
multicomponent project called oral history I"HE"" components of the galleries. Now
*Our Place in the West.™ Al the - there are touch screens that allow
heart of the project was a perma- contribute, these visitors to choose a question that is
nent exhibit on the Yellowstone institutions assume in turn "answered” by veterans in
River Valley with a [ocus on social clips from interviews. The success of
history during the period from that oral history the videos in the galleries prompied
1880 1o 1940, Oral history was cikn khd should be a decision to videotape all future oral
built into exhibit plans from the ' history interviews. To accomplish
beginning. Audiotaped vral histo- an essential this, the museum has purchased a
ry interviews were conducted element in any high quality video camera and is
first, then videotapes were made : gradually acquiring other video pro-
of selected narrators. A thirty- MUSEUM program. duction equipment to produce video-

minute video production focusing

on ranching became part of the

permanent exhibit. Excerpis from

the oral history interviews were

also used in the exhibit catalog, and other publica-
tions developed as part of the overall project.

ORAL HISTORY AS PART
OF A MUSEUM'S OVERALL
PROGRAM

Some museums have made oral history an integral
part of their overall program and use it Lo support
many of their activities. Rather than begin with a spe-
cific idea for an exhibit or a program to which oral his-
tory might contribute, these institutions sssume that
oral history can and should be an essential element in
ANy MUSENm rogram.

tapes in-house.

As the First Division’s expenence
suggests, museums can also use
oral history for internal restructur-

ing as well as public programs. For instance, as part
of a general reorganization, the Kemerer Decorative
Arts Museum in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, under
ook a series of oral history interviews about Annie
Grim Kemerer, who had endowed the museum and
whose personal collection formed its core. The
information gathered In those interviews enabled
the museum to established one gallery as a
*Founder’s Room.” Furthermore, the museum
revised its interpretive and docen| program to pre-
sent & more gccurate picture of Annke Grim
Kemerer as a collector,




DEVELOPING COMMUNITY
RELATIONS THROUGH
ORAL HISTORY

Museums can use oral history 1o build strong rela-
tionships with both individual constituents and other
apencies and organizations in their commmumities. One
way Lo do 80 is through coopentive projects with
other institutions or enfities, pooling resources and
staff/volunteer time to accomplish the work. For
instance, the Wyoming State Historical Soctety (a pri-
viite mermbership organization) teamed up with the
Wyoming State Museum for an oral history project
called “Growing Up In Wyoming.™ Volunteers from
local historical society chapters attended a teleconder-
enced oral history workshop conducted by a museum
staff member and completed more than 100 inter-
views with people of all ages from around the state.
Museum staff transcribed the tapes and produced a
travefing exhibit based on interviews and historical
photographs from the musenm’s
colleciion. The exhibit circulates
statewide to librares, muscums,

Europesn manigrants who worked in the aren'’s coal
mines help enrich an exhibit on the mining industry,
Perhaps oral history's greatest henefit is that indi-
viduals and families whose memories become part of
the museum's collection may become fimst-time visk
tors to and boosters for the institution. Just as muse-
um artifact donors feel that they have a vested inter-
et in the institution, se do individuals who have given
a part of themselves through an oral history project.

ON DOING ORAL
HISTORY

Chral history is most effectively and efficiently used
in a museum setting when it is part of a specific pro-
ject or regular museum program. For the best results,
vou should first decide how an oral history project
can be coordinated with the programs already in
place, how il can contribute to programs you are plan-
ning, and how it fits in with the institution's overall
mission and philosophe. Also keep in
mind that a good deal of oral history
material may already exist in yoor

und schools; these institutions are For groups whose community. Before undertaking your
encouraged to mount corollary material culture own project, make sure you aren'l
exhibits of their own. : reinventing the wheel; survey the
Oral history can help involve the has not been callections in public librares. state
community in the initial siages of a represented historical agencies, and university
museum's development. For libraries and research centers.
instance, in conjunction with the ﬂﬂﬂlﬂ!’ The single greatest dmwback to
county library, the organizing com- collections, using oral history is that it is labor mten-
mittee for the Pikes Peak Museum - - sive. It involves not only the time
in Colorado has plans to conduct a oral history to needed (o contact narmators and con-
series of aral history interviews with record their duct
local residents of to develiop collect o= S interviews, but also time o process
ing themes for the museum as well cultural traditions the interviews properiy. [deally. tapes
as to foster commumity support for helps broaden shauld be fully transcribed; at the
the museum's estublishment. ! minimumn, they should be indexed.
Oral history can extend museum an overall This takes a considerable amount of
programs and services o groups of understanding of a time—estimates for processing time
peaple that traditionally have been & | range from six to twelve hours for
exchided [rom them. For example, comuTRinitys past. each hour of recording. Professional

the Carbon County Historical
Saciety in Wyoming is gathering
materials relating to the county’s sheep raising her-
itage. Their plans include an oral history project with
Hizpanic famifies whose association with the sheep
industry—prmarily as sheepherders—has been over-
looked in the past. Staff members at the Kansas
History Museum agree that oral history is a way to
show a commitment to the non-white communities in
the state. For some communities which mainiuin histo-
ry as part of the oral tradition, a large part of their his-
tory would be missing without oral history projecis.
For groups whose material culture has not been rep-
resented by museums” collections, using oral history to
recard their cultural traditions helps broaden an overall
understanding of a community’s past. In the city mmuse-
um in Eureka, Nevada, for instance, oral history
excerpts from interviews with southern and eastern

aral history standards call for mpes

to be duplicated and the master {apes
1o be housed archivally, On the other hand, oral histo-
rv does not need (o be termbly expensive o be done
well. And while it does require investmen! in a good
guality recorder, microphones, and recording tape,
much of the actual work can be done by trained volun-
teeTs,

A committer should oversee the design of the pro-
ject to ensure that it not only meets the museam’s
specific purpose but is also broad enough to use as a
future research resource. The committee should cre-
ate an Interview guide of questionnaire for all inter-
viewers to follow. Interviewers should attend a train-
ing workshop; information about such workshops is
available from the OUral History Association (address
given below). Il the museum does not have storag
facilities for the tapes, transcripts, and other materials



The Wyoming State Historical Society and the Wyoming State Museum teamed up for the oral history project “Growing Up
in Wyoming."* Volunteers attended training sessions in oral history and then conducted over 100 interviews with people of all

ages and from across the state. Phom courtesy of the author

resulting from the project, it

shops and consultants. The Oral

should arrange for them to be The Oral History History Association offers train-
depasited in an appropriale A it Ners traing ing warkshops at its annual meet
archive or library that has an ings every fall Many state histor-
oral history collection. The worlshops on oral history. ical agencies have ongoing oral
¥ Iq P . o s < Wi e
Oral _Ihnlu_r} _".._-\s.mmﬁun CHn Bor ki oo conksts higtory |II'JIE'I.".?.EIE. with I\._m'n'rl_
heldp identity appropriate loca- edgeable staff Some university
tons. Ovral History Association history departmenis offer cours-
B 2 | history
97234 ©5 in ora Y.
PRACTICALTIPS
Here are some Crinmon Waco, TX 76798-7234 How good does onr oral history
concerns and he II]HIE_JH'-_-JL.I. tor Phone: (817) 755-2764 prroject ?‘.l‘FEﬂ' i‘ri.| be:
liwcal historical orpanizations Ciral history is a means of cre
that are interested in getting Fax: (817) 755-1571 ating historical documents by
involved with an oral history preserving memories. Just as you
project. sirive to give the best possible
care to the artifacts in your col
If we haven't done oral history before, where lection, the oral history you collect should be as well
can we learn how to do it? researched and documented as it possibly can be—
Contact the Oral History Association, vour stale his- ot only for the sake of your immediale program

torkcal agency, or a college or university about work- needs, bul to serve future resesirchers and future




museum audiences as well, Even if vour plans for
imnmediate uze of the oral history are just for back.
ground research or 1o provide material for labels,
other individuals may have other uses for il

Al a minimum, effective oral history projects
requires i certain amourit of training for staff or vol-
unteers. The process requires using a good guality
tape recorder and archival quakity tape. With an eve to
the future, you might want to invest in a DAT or laser
disc recorder if your institution can support that tech-
nology. I you plan to use audio excerpts as part of an
installation or for a media production, then you should
strive for the best possible sound quality. Again, staff
members of a college or university media center may
be able to offer sound technical advice on the best
kinds of recording machines, microphones, and
reconding Lape.

Should we audiotape or videolape?

The answer depends on what vour plans are for the
material. If your institution has good quality video
equipment, then it could certamly be used in conjunc-
tion with high quality audio recording. Some muse-
ums conduct audicmped mterviews first, then select
individuals they want o feature in a videotaped exhib
it, prograin, or production. Other institutions use
videotape exclusively, whether or not they intend Lo
ase the loolage [or exhibit or broadeast. Remember,
an interviewer cannot effectively conduct an imterview
and run a4 video camera at the same time. Hence,
videotaping automatically doubles the amount of
staff/volunteer time. And high quality videotaping
requires a certain amount of training and skill.

How do we handle oral history tapes and
transcripts?

Just as you reguire a donation form to be signed by
donors, standard oral histoiy practice calls for narra-
tors and interviewers to sign a copyright release form.
Sample forms can be obtained from the Oral History
Association. The American Library Association and
the Society of American Archivists have published
standards for cataloging. arranging, describing, and
preserving oral history collections,

To be most useful, oral history tapes should be fully
transcribed. The most effective method involves using
a transcriber machine and a word processor. You may
warnt to enlist volunteers for this lime-consuming and
occasionally tedious job. At a minimum, oral history
interviews musi be mdexed, that is, a list prepared of
the topics on the tape, in the order in which they were
discussed. Both audictapes and videotapes should be
stored m climate-controlled environments, and tran-

seripts and indexes should be printed on archival
uadity paper.

What if we have no money for eguipment and
no staff time to spare?

Puhlicize the project as widely as possible and ask
for assistance. Enlist help fram your volunteer corps
or from organizations such as senior citizens cen-
ters, women's clubs, local historical or genealogival
societies, or civic clubs. Ask for donations or loans of
equipment and supplies from local businesses that
use recording or transcribing equipment (such as
law firms).

Oral history may be daunting, but projects can be
scaled to match your institotion’s mission and
resources, And the rewards can be far beyond your
expectations. Ask your cofleagues in other musewms
about their oral history efforts and be prepared for an
enthusiastic recital of success stories.

Barbara Allen Bogart, Ph.D,, is a Wyoming-based historian.
She has extensive and varied experience in oral history and
has published widaly on the subject. She can be reached at
PO. Box 1674, Evanston, WY 8293 1;(107) TE9-4968.
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he purpose of this Technical Leaflet is to give you information about what oral history is,

how to do it, and how to use it. Oral history is a process developed for collecting first-hand
historical information. Its unique niche is that it allows you to capture both the words and the

voices of the people who have this information.



INTRODUCTION

The uses of oral history are limited only by your
imagination. As with all technical processes, however, a
successful oral history interview requires a good
understanding of the right techniques. This is true for
any potential user, whether it be a museum, teachers in
the schools, students interested in National History
Day, a public library, or a family interested in docu-
menting its own past. This Technical Leaflet is
designed to help in that process. Information on addi-
tional sources and on places to turn with more ques-
tions is given and in the bibliography.

What is oral history? Each oral history interview is a
primary resource document, just as is a diary, a set of
old letters, a family Bible, or a series of government
documents. It is created in an interview setting with a
witness to or a participant in a historical event for the
purpose of collecting and preserving the person’s first-
hand information and making it available to
researchers.

The use of oral sources to obtain historical informa-
tion is not new. Prior to the use of written histories,
many people relied on oral traditions to transmit knowl-
edge of the past to future generations. Although oral
traditions do not meet the definition of oral history as
first-hand knowledge, many folklorists and other schol-
ars are now using oral history interviewing techniques
to document this information.

Oral history has sometimes been confused with the
reading of diaries, letters, and other primary resource
documents onto an audio or video tape by actors and
others who are not the authors of the documents.
Although this enlivens the use of these materials, it is
not oral history. Nor is the recording of speeches or
other community events.

Tape recorded reminiscences are also often confused
with oral history. Without the reliance on a structured
interview, the thorough research necessary to prepare
for an interview, the depth and detail of information col-
lected, the strict processing techniques, and availability
to researchers, reminiscences cannot be classified as
oral history.

Oral history can help document much previously
undocumented information. A community, a business, an
event, or the life of an individual—all can benefit from
this process. A life interview uses oral history in multiple
interview sessions with one person to obtain an autobio-
graphical set of materials. A project is an event-focused
process. It is a series of oral history interviews with a
variety of individuals about a specific historical event or
topic of interest. The development of a number of inter-
views on one subject designed to complement one anoth-
er provides a depth and breadth of information not often
found in other primary resource materials.

Oral history projects are often used to document the
history of a community. The broader applications of
interviews done for family or genealogical purposes
are, however, sometimes overlooked. These interviews
often contain valuable information about community
history. For this reason, even if the immediate interest
is documenting the life of a family member, the proce-
dures outlined here can make it possible for others to
benefit from this information.

Who participates in an oral history interview? An
oral history interview usually has two participants, the
interviewer and the interviewee.

The interviewer is responsible for developing and
carrying out the interview. The depth of preparation
done by the interviewer is key to the success of the
interview. The interviewer must also be able to under-
stand and build effective human relationships in the
interview setting.

The interviewee, also called the narrator, is chosen
for his or her first-hand knowledge about a certain sub-
ject and for the ability to communicate this knowledge
effectively.

As with all professional activities, certain ethical stan-
dards are important to the practice of oral history. The
Oral History Association (OHA), the national profes-
sional organization for oral history practitioners, sup-
ports and encourages an understanding of the ethical
principles and standards that guide oral historians as
they conduct their work. These standards are
described fully in the Oral History Association publica-
tions Guidelines and Principles of the Oral History
Association (1992) and Oral History and the Law
(1985,1993). They define the responsibilities to the
interviewees in an oral history interview and to the
public, and they outline the responsibilities of institu-
tions that sponsor and maintain collections of oral histo-
ry materials.

The OHA standards are based on a frame of refer-
ence that treats the content of an oral history interview
as an original, creative work subject to copyright law.
The OHA guidelines are, thus, designed to assure
respect for those legal rights as well as ethical consid-
erations in the course of collecting, archiving, and
using oral history materials.

A brief summary of these principles and standards
are:

* Interviewees must be fully informed about the purposes
of the project and the expected disposition and dissemi-
nation of the materials. Consideration must be given to
ethical issues associated with using the interviews to
develop commercial products and putting the oral histo-
ry materials on the Internet.

* Interviewees must be asked to sign a legal release form
giving the project sponsor their copyright and, thus, their
permission to use the materials. This should include any



restrictions the interviewee may wish to place on the use
of the materials. Federal copyright law is very clear on
this issue. An oral history interview becomes a copy-
rightable document as soon as the interview has been
completed. Further information on this topic is found in
the Oral History Association pamphlets, Guidelines and
Principles of the Oral History Association and Oral
History and the Law.

* The interviewers should be well trained. They should
have completed thorough background research so they
can conduct an informed interview that goes beyond
superficial treatment of the topic, resulting in the collec-
tion of new information of lasting value.

* The interviewers should provide complete background
documentation for the preparation, methods, and circum-
stances of the interview.

* Rewards and recognition that might result from an oral
history project should be shared with the interviewees.

* The owner of the final product, whether it be an institu-
tion or a person, should maintain the highest professional
and ethical standards in the preservation and use of the
oral history interviews.

ORAL HISTORY TECHNIQUES

Developing an oral history project takes a great deal
of planning, preparation, and research along with a
careful and thoughtful choice of interviewees. Success
or failure can often be traced to the thoroughness with
which the work was planned. Sometimes you may dis-
cover that what had seemed like a simple little project
to interview a handful of people or a straightforward
life interview masks a much more exciting project
somewhat broader in scope that could lead to an array
of public presentations or the uncovering of a wealth of
fascinating new information not originally anticipated.

Here, in question format, are the basic steps you
should take to organize and plan an oral history pro-
ject.

* Have you written a focused mission statement or state-
ment of objectives?

* Have you selected an advisory board to help guide the
project?

* Have you outlined a timeframe for completion of the
project?

* Have you developed a bibliography of existing materials
on your topic!

* Have you developed a list of themes or topics to pursue
as a place to begin your research?

* Have you developed a project budget, including identifica-
tion of possible funding sources?

* Have you identified the equipment to be used for the
interviews and transcriptions?

* Have you considered legal issues, including who will own

the copyright to the interviews?

* Have you developed a donor form, also called release
form, that clearly provides for the transfer of copyright
to the designated owner?

* Have you considered putting information on the Internet
and, if so, have you made sure your interviewers are
trained to discuss this with interviewees and that your
donor form contains clear and careful language reflecting
this possibility?

* Have you established record-keeping procedures to track
interview status, transcription, and processing?

* Have you arranged for permanent storage and access for
the interview collection?

* Have you arranged for the training of all volunteers or
paid staff who will be involved in the project?

* Have you planned publicity for the project, including out-
reach efforts to encourage its use?

Some of these steps may be accomplished more quick-
ly than others. Following the steps will, however, help
you develop a strong, successful oral history project.

EQUIPMENT

Traditionally, oral history has relied on the use of
audio equipment in recording an interview. This has
expanded to include questions about the use and viabil-
ity of digital recorders and other examples of new
audio technology. There are many options to think
about when considering audio equipment. New equip-
ment comes onto the market regularly. Critical ques-
tions to ask regarding decisions about audio equipment
include the expected life of the equipment, the impact
of changing technology on the sound products of the
interview, and continued access to the audio recording.
Archivists at most major museums, state historical soci-
eties, and other historical organizations are excellent
sources of the most up-to-date information about the
viability of different kinds of audio-recording equip-
ment, the impact of rapid technological changes on the
equipment, and the expected long-term ability to
retrieve the sound.

Clear thinking about your oral history project or life
interview and long-term needs for retrieving and using
the recorded voices will help you determine which
audio recording equipment is best for you. At all times,
however, the use of broadcast-quality recording equip-
ment and external microphones is important to maxi-
mize the potential uses of the information collected.

With the increased availability of video equipment,
questions are raised regularly about its use in the oral
history interview setting. With appropriate planning
and a clear understanding of the situations that can
benefit from the production of video materials, both
audio and video can be effectively used. Video can be
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used either in the initial interview or as a follow-up to
complement or supplement information given in an
audio format.

The most important factor to remember is the need
to use broadcast-quality audio and/or video equipment
with an external microphone and high-voice-quality
video and audio sound cassettes. This assures the
material you produce will have maximum flexibility for
potential future public use in museum exhibits, CD-
ROM’s, radio and television programming, and the like.
Even if you only intend to use written transcripts of
your interviews, the use of broadcast-quality equipment
does not limit the options of future users because of
poor quality recordings.

Mini-audio cassette recorders and tape recorders
developed for home use should not be used for oral
history. They cannot produce adequate sound quality.
The use of hand-held video equipment is also never
recommended. Videocassettes for this equipment do
not meet permanent archival standards.

Persons interested in learning more about the speci-
fications for broadcast-quality audio and video equip-
ment should turn to a state educational television
network, local television stations, the state historical
society, or the Oral History Association for up-to-date
information.

INTERVIEWS

As with any other aspect of a successful oral history
project, preparation is the key to success in conducting
the interviews. Here, in question format, is an outline
of the steps to take in planning, conducting, and com-
pleting the work on an oral history interview.

Before the interview

* Have you designated a project administrator to keep
track of all contacts made with each interviewee!

* Have you developed the forms you will need. These
include: Donor Form, Oral History Interview Form,
and Interviewee Biographical Form.

The donor form transfers copyright and ownership
of the interview to the designated owner. It is signed by
both the interviewer and the interviewee as soon as the
interview session ends even if more sessions are
planned with the interviewee.

The oral history interview form contains informa-
tion about the interviewer and the interviewee, the
place and date of the interview, the date the donor form
was signed, the number of cassettes used, and an
abstract of the interview. It provides some immediate
archival control over the interview and is filled out by
the interviewer as soon as possible after the interview.

The interviewee biographical form contains basic

biographical information about the interviewee. It is

filled out by the interviewee before the interview.

* Have you selected the interviewee(s) and made the initial
contact, preferably through a letter that tells about the
project and its purpose and identified the interviewer?
Have you then made follow-up telephone calls to the
potential interviewees to answer any questions about the
project and to determine whether each will be partici-
pating in it?

Have you thoroughly researched the topics to be dis-
cussed in the interview? Beginning with the general
overview research, have you now completed the inter-
view-specific research necessary for each interviewee?
Have you organized the information to be covered in the
interview so it will flow in an organized manner from

one topic to another while allowing for the inclusion of
information that may be unexpected and yet relevant to
the interview topics?

Have you avoided the temptation to write out every
question you think you may want to ask, staying instead
with an outline of topics as a guide for the interview?
Have you learned as much as possible about the intervie-
wee!

Have you arranged the logistics of the interview, including
scheduling, equipment, and site considerations to maxi-
mize interview quality? Have you communicated all
scheduling information with the interviewee?

Have you reviewed with the interviewee, in very general
terms, the expected content of the interview to allow
him or her to prepare for the interview?

Please note: It is not recommended that the interview
outline be shared with the interviewee. This will result in
rehearsed or “canned” answers rather than spontaneous
responses.A conversation or a letter outlining, in very
general terms, the subjects to be covered in the inter-
view will, however, help the interviewee focus on the task
at hand.

Have you explained to the interviewee that a donor
form has been developed and that both interviewer and

interviewee will sign it at the end of each interview ses-
sion?

Have you become thoroughly familiar with your equip-
ment? If you are using video, do you have trained assis-
tants to help you as needed? Do you have enough
cassettes! Do you have an extension cord, pencil, and
paper to take notes, and any other items you might need
during the interview?

During the interview

* Have you kept in mind the ethics of the interview situa-
tion?

* Have you showed the interviewee the donor form,
explained its use, and answered any questions about it?

* Have you checked your equipment to make sure it is
working properly? Have you answered all questions



about its use!?

* Have you made sure there are no unusual background
noises in the interview setting that could mar the sound
quality of the final product? Remember, your recorder
will pick up all background noises you instinctively tune
out. If using video, have you chosen an appropriate visual
and audio setting?

Have you made sure there is an appropriate introduction
on the cassette fully identifying the interviewee, the inter-
viewer, and the date and place of the interview?

Have you used open-ended questioning techniques?

Have you remembered to ask only one question at a
time? If you need to define a question in any way, have
you remembered not to elaborate on it or to lead the
interviewee to the type of answer you “expect?”

Have you remembered to remain neutral and not to
offer your own opinions on the subject of the interview?
Have you remembered to not interrupt the interviewee?

The goal in an oral history interview is to collect long
paragraphs of answers from well focused, clearly stated,
open-ended, neutral questions.

Have you remembered to not use internal abbreviations
or jargon unknown to the general public? If the intervie-
wee uses jargon, have you asked for explanations or
translations of it?

Have you listened carefully to the interviewee at all times
so that you can ask appropriate follow-up questions?

Have you remembered you are there to listen to the
interviewee and not to talk yourself?

Have you kept a running list of proper names mentioned
in the interview! (This should be reviewed by the inter-
viewee at the end of the interview for correct spelling.
This list should be kept in the interviewee’s master file. A
copy should be given to the transcriber.)

Have you kept an eye on the time to make sure you have
not extended the interview past an appropriate time
limit? (Interviews usually last from one to one-and-one-
half hours. Only rarely should they go more than three
hours. If more time is needed, another interview session
should be scheduled.)

Have you taken a black-and-white photograph of the

interviewee in the interview setting for the master file?

* After the interview is over, have you asked the intervie-
wee to sign the donor form, even if future sessions with
this person are planned?

After the interview

* Have you immediately labeled all cassettes?

* Have you popped the tabs on the top of each cassette so
it cannot be recorded over by accident?

* Have you made a working copy, i.e. a duplicate, of all
interview cassettes and have you stored the originals in a
safe place?

* Have you reviewed the content of the interview to iden-
tify questions for subsequent interviews, if needed?

* Have you filled out the oral history interview form,
including writing a brief abstract of the interview, and
added it to the interviewee’s master file?

Have you written a thank you letter to the interviewee!?
Have you developed a transcript or a tape index to the
interview? If you are transcribing, have you transcribed as

accurately as possible, leaving out such things as false
starts to sentences and hesitant sounds (um, ah)?

Have you audit checked the interview transcript to make
sure it is an accurate representation of the audiotape?
Have you sent to the interviewee either the full tran-
script or a list of proper names and clarification ques-

tions for review of spelling and other details that will
help insure the most accurate record possible of the
interview be obtained?

Please note: Care should be taken with this step in the
interview process to help the interviewee understand
that full-scale editing of the transcript will alter the credi-
bility of this primary resource document.The goal is to
have a complete and accurate transcript that matches the
interview as closely as possible.

After the transcript has been corrected and finalized,
have you given all materials related to the interview to

the repository chosen for the project?

Many oral history projects give a copy of the cassettes
and the transcript of the interview to each interviewee.
This is always well received. Some also have a party for
all participants at the end of the project, including staff,
volunteers, interviewers, interviewees, and anyone else
associated with the work. A project that is well planned
and carried out is indeed something to celebrate because
you have created an invaluable gift for future generations.
Please note: Oral historians rely on open-ended, evoca-
tive questions to elicit the most information. Examples:
“What were you told?” “How did you celebrate
Christmas?” “Tell me about your high school education?”
“Describe your first home.” Leading questions should be
avoided. Example: “Why don’t you like living here?” will
not result in as complete an answer as the more neutral
question: “Tell me about living here” Questions beginning
with “how,” “what,” “when,” “why,” “where,” and “who”
are often used both to introduce a subject and to follow-
up an initial statement.They help provide clarification to
the answer and, when used in a follow-up question, elicit
further information about the subject being discussed.

REPOSITORIES AND RECORD-KEEPING
SYSTEMS

Record keeping, although largely unseen, is an
important part of the oral history process. It provides
the continuity and support necessary for both the inter-
viewer and interviewee.

If possible, one person should act as project adminis-
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trator. This person is responsible for keeping all informa-

tion and materials generated by the interviews in order.

The project administrator develops and keeps an up-to-

date list of all potential interviewees with full names, home

addresses, telephone numbers, and other contact informa-
tion. A master project log listing all contacts with intervie-
wees and the status of each interview is kept current.

A non-circulating master file should be kept for
each interviewee. This should contain the following
materials:

* The interviewee’s full name, home and work addresses, tele-
phone number, e-mail address, and fax number if available.

* Copies of all correspondence with the interviewee and
notes of all telephone conversations.

* The signed donor form and the completed copies of the
interviewee biographical form and the oral history inter-
view form.

* The interview outline and all interviewer notes, including
the list of proper names from the interview.

* Notes on any possible restrictions to the interview.

* Interviewee comments or statements made at any time
during the interview or transcript review process.

* A draft of the transcript containing the notes the inter-
viewee made while reviewing it.

* The master copy of the transcript photocopied on acid-
free paper.

* The black-and-white photograph taken of the intervie-
wee in the interview setting.

STORAGE RECOMMENDATIONS

The tapes generated by oral history interviews will
last longer if kept under relatively constant temperature
and humidity. It is best to avoid extreme heat and cold.
Excessive moisture, dust, and atmospheric pollutants
should also be avoided. To avoid bleed through of voic-
es, the tapes should be played through completely at
regular speed at least every two years. Check with
archivists at your state historical society or other major
institutions about long-term care of other sound and
video products.

The master copy of the interview transcript, photo-
copied onto acid-free paper, should be kept in its own
acid-free folder with the master file. The black-and-
white photograph of the interviewee, taken in the inter-
view setting if possible, also should be kept in its own
acid-free folder with this material.

PROCESSING RECOMMENDATIONS

Full transcription of all tapes generated in an interview
is the ideal method of processing an oral history inter-
view. This will ensure continued access to the materials.

It takes about eight hours to fully transcribe one hour
of audio. This produces a draft transcript, which is then
audit checked for accuracy. After further review for
accuracy of spelling and content, it is subject-indexed.
The final product is photocopied onto acid-free paper,
with user copies made from this master. This is the
most stable and permanent interview product.

If a video component is part of the interview, the raw
footage is kept intact as an archival document and a
minute-by-minute log is made. Copies of the master
footage are made for all uses. If no other audio exists,
the audio portion of the footage is immediately dubbed
onto an audio tape and the full transcription process is
followed.

If limited finances preclude transcribing, the inter-
view audio tapes should be tape-indexed. This is usual-
ly done with a stopwatch. The time elapsed on each
side of the cassette is recorded as each new subject is
introduced. This technique allows access to the con-
tents of the interview, but falls far short of the complete
access provided by a transcript.

In an attempt to ease the initial transcription work,
some oral historians have experimented with comput-
er-based voice recognition systems. Currently, these
systems do not have the capability to accurately differ-
entiate among the several voices on an audio tape.
Contact the Oral History Association for the most up-
to-date information on this subject.

Copies of completed transcripts or tape indexes
can be bound and inserted into the collections of
libraries or archives for patron use. This is a good
method for making the material accessible to those
interested in learning more about the subjects covered
in the interview.

CONCLUSION

How is oral history used? In books, poetry, songs,
magazines, radio, creative writing, exhibits, art pro-
jects, films, television shows, stage productions—the
list is endless. Families use it to learn more about
their individual pasts. Communities use it to help doc-
ument a common past. Museums use the words in
exhibit labels and provide special areas where visitors
can listen to the voices or look at the videos. CD-
ROMs are developed, with proper permissions, as
sales items. Project materials, with proper permis-
sions and planning, are put on the Internet. Oral histo-
ry is a valuable tool for anyone interested in
documenting first-hand information about the past. It
allows each of us to ask, “What was it like for you?”
and to learn from the answer.

Would you like help, support, or further information
about oral history? Would you like to find out about



local or state associations in your area and the services
they offer? If so, contact either the American
Association for State and Local History or the Oral
History Association. The Oral History Association can
be contacted at:

Oral History Association

PO.Box 1773

Carlisle, Pennsylvania 17013

tel: 717-245-1036

fax: 717-245-1046

e-mail: OHA@dickinson.edu

web site: http://www.dickinson.edu/organizations/oha

The authors wish to thank Robert Hurst and the
Nebraska Humanities Council for their input and support.
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GLOSSARY TERMS

Donor form: The oral history donor form transfers
copyright and ownership of an oral history interview to
the designated owner. It is signed by both the intervie-
wee and the interviewer, and any other person whose
voice is heard on the cassette, as soon as the interview
session ends even if more interviews are planned with
the interviewee.

Interview index (time and/or recorder counter-
based): An oral history interview index is usually done
with a stopwatch, noting the time elapsed during the
interview as each new subject is introduced. People
have also used the counter on the tape recorder for this
purpose, although this is not recommended because
counters are not consistent among different recorders.
An interview index is done only if limited finances pre-
clude full transcription.

Interviewee (narrator): The oral history interviewee,
also called the narrator, is chosen for an oral history
interview on the basis of his or her firsthand knowl-
edge about the subject or topic of the interview and for
the ability to communicate this information effectively.

Interviewee biographical form: The oral history
interviewee biographical form contains basic biographi-
cal information about the interviewee. It is filled out by
the interviewee, with help from the interviewer as nec-
essary, before the interview.

Interviewer: The oral history interviewer is responsi-
ble for conducting an oral history interview. This per-
son must have both general and interview-specific
research for the interview, must understand and be
able to use open-ended questioning techniques, and
must be able to build effective human relationships in
the interview setting.

Life interview: A life interview is a series of oral his-
tory interview sessions with one person resulting in an
autobiographical set of materials.

Master file: The oral history master file contains all
information about the purpose of the interviews, the
interviewee, the interviewer and the interview.

Oral history: Oral history is primary resource mater-
ial. It is created in a recorded interview setting with a
witness to or a participant in an historical event for the
purpose of collecting and preserving the person’s first-
hand information and making it available to
researchers.

Oral History Association: The Oral History
Association is the national professional organization for
practitioners of oral history. It supports and encourages
an understanding of the ethical principles and stan-
dards that guide oral historians in their work.

Oral history information form: The oral history
information form provides immediate archival control
over the oral history interview. It contains information
about the interviewer, interviewee, the place and date
of the interview, confirmation of the signing of the
donor form, the number of cassettes used in the inter-
view, and a brief abstract of the interview. It is filled out
by the interviewer as soon as possible after the end of
the interview.

Oral history interview: An oral history interview is a
primary resource document containing first-hand his-
torical information not available from any other source.

LEAFLET

CAL

Z
I
O
w
[




It is recorded with one person and is a series of
answers to well focused, clearly stated, open-ended,
neutral questions. Interviews usually last about one and
one-half hours. Only rarely should a single interview
last more than three hours.

Oral history project: A project is a series of oral his-
tory interviews with a number of individuals, recorded
one at a time, that focuses on one subject, topic or
event.

Oral history recording equipment: The equipment
used to record an oral history interview should be
broadcast quality. An external microphone and high-
voice-quality sound cassettes are extremely important.
Mini-audio cassette recorders and tape recorders devel-
oped for home use are never recommended.

Primary resource: A primary resource document is
one that provides first-hand information with no inter-
pretation between the document and the researcher.
Examples are a diary, a set of letters, a family Bible or
government records.

Transcript: An oral history interview transcript is a
verbatim printed copy of the interview. It matches the

interview as closely and completely as possible, leaving
out only false starts and hesitation sounds, and con-
tains the full and accurately spelled names of all per-
sons and places mentioned in the interview.
Transcripts are often subject-indexed.

Videotaped or filmed oral history: With appropriate
planning, videotape or film in an oral history interview
can be used either in the initial interview setting or to
supplement or complement information given in the ini-
tial interview. It is not recommended for the “talking
head” interview. The use of hand-held home video
equipment is never recommended.

Barbara W. Sommer is the owner of BWS Associates, an oral
history consulting firm. She can be reached at: 5921
Bartholomew Circle, Lincoln, NE 68512; 402-421-7176; e-mail:

barbsom@aol.com

Mary Kay Quinlan, Ph.D., freelance journalist and oral histori-
an, is editor of the Oral History Association newsletter. She
can be reached at: 7524 S. 35th Street, Lincoln, NE 68516;
402-420-1473; e-mail: OHAeditor@aol.com
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