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Introduction

Tms is a book about both the method, and the meaning, of
history. It is, first of all, an introduction to the use of oral
sources by the historian, But the very use of these sources
raises fundamental issues, and I have decided to take these
at the beginning, moving step by step towards the more
practical later chapters. At the same time, I have tried to
write with many different types of reader in mind. Some may
be more immediately concerned with how to design a
project, and to collect and evaluate interview material. They
will find practical advice in Chapters 5 (Projects), 6 (The
Interview) and 7 (Storing and Sifting). There would be,
indeed, good sense in starting from field-work, The practical
experience of oral history will itself lead on to deeper questions
about the nature of history.

These concern, first, the character of evidence. How
reliable is oral evidence? How does it compare with the
modern historian’s more familiar documentary sources?
These critical and immediate questions are confronted in
Chapter 4 (Evidence). But they are better understood when
placed within the wider context of the development of
historical writing. Chapter 3 (The Achievement of Oral
History) provides an assessment of recent writing and the
contribution which oral evidence has made in providing new
perspectives and opening up fresh fields of inquiry. Chapter 2
(Historians and Oral History) pursues the question back into
the past of history itself, exploring the changing approach
of historians to evidence, from the original primacy of oral
tradition to the eras of the written document and the tape
recorder.
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But inevitably this leads to a second set of questions con-
cerning the social function of history. Indeed, it became
clear in writing Chapter 2 that the evolution of scholarly
techniques could only be convincingly explained in such a
social context. And the problems in selecting and evaluating
oral evidence had already pointed in the same direction.
How do we choose who to listen to? History survives as a
social activity only because it has a meaning for people today.
The voice of the past matters to the present. But whose
voice—or voices—are to be heard?

Thus, while method and meaning can be treated as
independent themes, they are at bottom inseparable. The
choice of evidence must reflect the role of history in Fhe
community. This is in part a political question, on which
historians can only reach their own position independently.
Consequently, although even here most of the argument 15
straightforwardly human rather than political, Chapter I
(History and the Community) is written from a socialist
perspective. And I myself believe that the richest possibil.ltles
for oral history lie within the development of a more socially
conscious and democratic history. Of course, a telling case
could equally be made, from a conservative position, for the
use of oral history in preserving the full richness and value gf
tradition. The merit of oral history is not that it entails this
or that political stance, but that it leads historians to an
awareness that their activity is inevitably pursued within 2
social context and with political implications.

This, then, is a practical book about how oral sources can
be collected and used by historians. But it is equally intended
to provoke historians to ask themselves what they are doing,
and why. On whose authority is their reconstruction of the
past based? For whom is it intended ? In short, whose is The
Voice of the Past?

I have been fortunate in writing in being able to depend
on the help of many friends and colleagues, especially in the
Oral History Society and at the University of Essex. It Is
impossible to acknowledge more than a very few separately
but I should like to thank them all. In ten years of research
activity and student projects, and a widening circle of discus-
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sions and conferences, experiments, mustakes, and successes
have built up a widely shared collective experience It 1s on
this that the book rests Above all, 1t draws on the joint work,
1 research and then in graduate teaching, through which
Thea Vigne and I came upon and ourselves explored the
possibilities of oral evidence 1 social history I owe an
immeasurable debt to her I should also like to thank agan
those others who are mentioned 1n the preface to the first-
frut of that research, Tke Edwardians, and particularly
George Ewart Evans and Mary Girling And for this present
text, for spearfic contnibutions to 1t and for comments on
earher drafts, I am especially grateful to Keith Thomas,
Geoffrey Hawthorn, Bill Williams, Colin Bundy, Trevor
Lummis, Roy Hay, Michael Winstanley, Gina Harkell,
Joanna Bornat, Alun Howkins, Eve Hostettler, Natasha
Burchardt, and Raphael Samuel






I

History and the Community

Atv history depends ultimately upon 1ts social purpose This
15 why 1n the past 1t has been handed down by oral tradition
and written chronicle, and why today professional hustorians
are supported from public funds, children are taught hustory
1n schools, amateur history societies flounish all over Britain,
and popular hustory books are among the strongest best-
sellers Sometimes the social purpose of Hstory 1s obscure

for example, academucs who pursue fact finding research on
remote problems without attempting to relate their dis-
coveries to any more general mterpretations, mnsisting on the
technical virtue of scholarship and the purswit of knowledge
for 1ts own sake, are merely concerned that they and their
salaries are protected from interference, while 1n return they
offer no challenge to the social system At the other extreme
the socral purpose of history can be quite blatant used
to provide justification for war and conquest, territonal
seizure, revolution and counter-revolution, the rule of one
class or race over another Between these two extremes are
many other purposes, more or less obvious Through history
ordimary people seek to understand the upheavals and
changes which they experience mn their own lives wars,
social transformations hike the changing position of youth,
technologcal changes like the end of steam power, or per-
sonal migration to a new commumty Through local history a
wvillage or town seeks meaning for its own changing character
and newcomers can gamn a sense of roots i personal historical
fnowledge Through political and social hustory taught in
schools children are helped to understand, and aceept, how
the pohtscal and social system under wiuch they live came
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about, and how force and conflict have played, and continue
to play, their part in that evolution.

The challenge of oral history lies partly in relation to this
essential social purpose of history. This is a major reason why
it has so excited some historians, and so frightened others. In
fact, fear of oral history as such is groundless. We shall see
later that the use of interviews as a source by professional
historians is long-standing and perfectly compatible with
scholarly standards. American experience shows clearly
enough that the oral history method can be regularly used in
a socially and politically conservative manner; or indeed
pushed as far as sympathy with Fascism in John Toland’s
new portrait of Adolf Hitler (New York, 19%6).

Oral history is not necessarily an instrument for change; it
depends upon the spirit in which it is used. Nevertheless,
oral history certainly can be a means for transforming both
the content and the purpose of history. It can be used to
change the focus of history itself, and open up new areas of
inquiry; it can break down barriers between teachers and
students, between generations, between educational institu-
tions and the world outside; and in the writing of history—
whether in books, or museums, or radio and film—it can
give back to the people who made and experienced history,
through their own words, a central place.

Until the present century, the focus of history was essenti-
ally political: a documentation of the struggle for power, in
which the lives of ordinary people, or the workings of the
economy or religion, were given little attention except in
times of crisis such as the Reformation, the English Givil
War, or the French Revolution. Even local history was con-
cerned with the administration of the hundred and parish
rather than the day-to-day life of the community and the
street. This was partly because historians, who themselves
then belonged to the administering and governing classes,
thought that this was what mattered most. They had devel-
oped no interest in the point of view of the labourer, unless
he was specifically troublesome; nor—being men—would
they have wished to inquire into the changing life expcriences
of women. But even if they had wished to write a different
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kund of istory, 1t would have been far from easy, for the
raw material from which history was wntten, the documents,
had been kept or destroyed by people with the same prion-
ties The more personal, local, and unofficial a document,
the less likely 1t was to survave This has remamed true even
after the establishment of local record offices Regsters of
births and marnages, minutes of councils and Boards of
Guardians, 1 and county papers, schoolteachers’
log books—legal records of all kinds are kept i quanuty,
very often there are also accounts and other books from large
prvate firms and Janded estates, and even private corre-
spondence from the ruling landowner class But of the
snnumerable postcards, Jetters, dianes, and ephemera of
working class men and women, or the papers of small
businesses ike corner shops or hill farmers, for example, very
little has been preserved anywhere

Consequently, even as the scope of history has widened,
the onginal political and adminstratve focus has remained
‘Where ordmary people have been brought 1n, it has been
generally as statistical aggregates denved from some earher
administrative mvestigation Thus economic hustory 15 con-
structed around three types of source aggregate rates of
wages, prices, and unemployment, national and inter-
national political interventions mto the economy and the
mnformation which anses from these, and studies of particular
trades and industries, depending on the bigger and more sue-
cessfd firms for records of mndividual enterpnses Simularly,
Tabour hustory has focused on the one hand on the relation-
shup between the working classes and the state tn general,
and on the other on particular but essentiaily institutional
accounts of trade unions and working class pohtical orgamza-
tions, and, mevitably, 1t 15 the larger and more successful
orgamzations which normally leave records or commssion
their own Iustorzes Again, social hustory has been concerned
with legislative and ad ative develog hke the
nse of the Welfare State, or with aggregate data such as
population size, birth rates, age at marrage, household and
famly structure And among more recent histoncal special-
1sms, demography has been almost exclusiely
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with aggregates; the history of the family has tended to
follow the lines of conventional social history; while women’s
history has to a remarkable extent focused on the political
struggle for civil equality, and above all for the vote.

There are, of course, important exceptions in each of these
fields, which show that different approaches are possible even
with the existing sources. And there is a remarkable amount
of unexploited personal and ordinary information even in
official records—such as court documents—which can be
used in new ways. The continuing pattern of historical
writing probably reflects the priorities of the majority of the
profession—even if no longer of the ruling class itself—in an
age of bureaucracy, state power, science, and statistics.
Nevertheless, it remains true that to write any other kind of
history from documentary sources remains a very difficult
task, requiring special ingenuity. It is indicative of the situa-
tion that E. P. Thompson’s The Making of the English
Working Class (1963) and James Hinton’s The First Shop
Stewards’ Movement (1973) each depended to a large extent on
reports by paid government informers, in the early nine-
teenth century and First World War respectively. When
socialist historians are reduced to writing history from the
records of government spies, the constraints imposed are
clearly extreme. We cannot, alas, interview tombstones,
but at least for the First World War period and back into
the late nineteenth century, the use of oral history immedi-
ately provides a rich and varied source for the creative
historian.

In the most general sense, once the life experience of
people of all kinds can be used as its raw material, a new
dimension is given to history. Oral history provides a source
quite similar in character to published autobiography, but
much wider in scope. The overwhelming majority of I?Ub‘
lished autobiographies are from a restricted group of politlt.:al,
social, and intellectual leaders, and even when the hisiforlan
is lucky enough to find an autobiography from the particular
place, time, and social group which he happens to need, 1t
may well give little or no attention to the point at issue. Oral
historians, by contrast, may choose precisely whom to inter-
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view and what to ask about The interview will provide, too,
2 means of discovening wnitten documents and photographs
which would not have otherwise been traced The confines
of the scholar’s world are no longer the well thumbed
volumes of the old catalogue Oral historians can think now
231f they themselves were publishers 1magine what evidence
1s needed, seek 1t out, and capture 1t

For most existing kunds of history, probably the entical
effect of this new approach 1s to allow evidence from a new
direction The historian of working class politics can juxta-
pose the statements of the government or the trade union
headquarters with the voice of the rank and file—both
apathetic and militant There can be no doubt that this
should make for a more realsstic reconstruction of the past
Reality 13 complex and many sided, and 115 a primary ment
of oral hustory that to a much greater extent than most
sources 1t allows the onginal muluphaty of standpomts to
be recreated But thus advantage 1s important not just for the
wnting of history Most histonans make imphert or exphert
Judgements—quite properly, since the social purpose of
history demands an understanding of the past which relates
directly or indirectly to the present Modern professional
histornans are less open wath their social message than
Macaulay or Marx, since scholarly standards are seen to
conflict with declared blas But the social message 15 usnally
present, however obscured It 1s quite easy for a histonian to
give most of his attention and quotanons to those social
leaders whom he admures, without giving any direct opinion
of hus own Since the nature of most existing records 1s to
reflect the standpoint of authonty, it 1s not surpnsing that
the judgement of history has more often than not vindicated
the wisdom of the powers that be Oral hustory by contrast
makes a much fatrer trial possible witnesses can now also be
called from the under-classes, the unprvileged, and the
defeated Tt provides a more realistic and fair reconstruction
of the past, a challenge to the establshed aceount In so
doung, aral hustory has radical implications for the social
message of hustory as a whole

At the same time oral hustory imphes for most kinds of
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history some shift of focus. Thus the educational historian
becomes concerned with the experiences of children and
students as well as the problems of teachers and admini-
strators. The military and naval historian can look beyond
command level strategy and equipment to the conditions,
recreations, and morale of other ranks and the lower deck.
The social historian can turn from bureaucrats and politi-
cians to poverty itself, and learn how the poor saw the
relieving officer and how they survived his refusals. The
political historian can approach the voter at home and at
work; and can hope to understand even the working-class
Conservative, who produced no newspapers or organizations
for him to investigate. The economist can watch both
employer and worker as social beings and at their ordinary
work, and so come closer to understanding the typical
economic process, and its successes and contradictions.

In some fields, oral history can result not merely in a shilt
in focus, but also in the opening up of important new areas
of inquiry. Labour historians, for example, are enabled for
the first time to undertake effective studies of the ill-unjonized
majority of male workers, of women workers, and of the
normal experience of work and its impact on the family and
the community. They are no longer confined to those trades
which were unionized, or those which gained contemporary
publicity and investigation because of strikes or extremc
poverty. Urban historians similarly can turn from w.ell-
explored problem areas like the slums to look at other typical
forms of urban social life: the small industrial or market
town, for example, or the middle-class surburb, constructing
the local patterns of social distinctions, mutual help between
neighbours and kin, leisure and work. They can cven
approach from the inside the history of immigrant groups—
a kind of history which is certain to become more important
in Britain, and is mainly documented only from outside as 3
social problem. These opportunities—and many others—
are shared by social historians: the study of working-class
leisure and culture, for example; or of crime from the point
of view of the ordinary, often undetected and socially semi-
tolerated poacher, shoplifter, or work-pilferer.



HISTORY AND THE COMMUNITY 7

Perhaps the most striking feature of all, however, 1s the
transforming 1mpact of oral history upon the history of the
family Without 1ts evadence, the histonan can discover very
Lttle indeed about exther the ordinary famuly’s contacts with
nexghbours and kin, or 1ts internal relationshups The roles
of husband and wife, the upbringing of girls and boys,
emotional and matenal conflicts and dependence, the
struggle of youth for independence, courtship, sexual be-
haviour within and outside marmage, contraception and
abortion—all these were effecuvely secret areas The only
clues were to be gleaned from aggregate statistics, and from
a few—usually partial—observers The historical paucity
which results 15 well summed up 1n Michael Anderson’s
bulhant, speculative, but abstract study of Family Structure
m Nineteenth Century Lancashire (1971) a lop sided, empty
frame With the use of interviewing, it 1s now possible to
develop a much fuller history of the famly over the last
ninety years, and to establish 1ts main patterns and changes
over time, and from place to place, dunng the hfe cycle
and between the sexes The hustory of childhood as a
whole becomes practicable for the first time And given the
dominance of the family through housework, domesticservice,
and motherhood 1n the hives of most women, an almost
equivalent broadening of scope 15 brought to the history of
women

In all these fields of hustory, by introducing new evidence
from the underside, by shifting the focus and opeming new
areas of mquiry, by challenging some of the assumptions and
accepted judgements of histonians, by bnnging recogmtion
to substantial groups of people who had been ignored, a
cumulative process of transformation 1s set 1 motion The
scope of historical writing atself 1s enlarged and enrniched,
and at the same time its social message changes History
becomes, to put it sumply, more democratic The chronicle
of kings has taken 1nto 1ts concern the Lfe expertence of
ordinary people But there 15 another dimension to thus
change, of equal importance The process of wnting hustory
changes along with the content The use of oral evidence
breaks through the barmers between the chronmclers and
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centred approach, for it uses as the project’s basis the child’s
own knowledge of its family and kin and access to photo-
graphs, old letters and documents, newspaper cuttings, and
memories. Equally, family history encourages the involve-
ment of parents in school activity.

A child’s own family history represents perhaps the sim-
plest type of project subject. It is more suited to suggesting
than to solving a historical problem. Older groups are likely
to choose some issue of more collective interest. At Corpus
Christi College, Oxford, for example, Brian Harrison led a
group of his students in a small research study on the history
of college servants, a group of workers whose deferential
respect for their employers, loyalty, meticulousness in their
eraft, and formality of dress and manner, are frequently
perplexing to the typical modern young undergraduate.
Through the project the students came to a better under-
standing of the college servants—and vice versa-—and at the
same time of the significance of history itself. As one com-
mented: ‘T found equally important and interesting ...
seeing the impact of social change in really close detail . ..
how changes in the general social environment changed the
style of ife, values, and relationships within a traditional
community’t The immediate environment also gains,
t}}mugh the sense of discovery in interviews, a vivid historical
dimension: an awareness of the past which is not just known,
but personally felt. This is especially true for a newcomer toa
community or district, It is one thing to know that streets or
fields around a home had a past before one’s own arrival;
quite different to have reccived from the remembered past,
still alive in the minds of the older people of the place,
personal intimacies of love across those particular fields,
neighbours and homes in that particular street, work in that
particular shop,

Such fragmentary facts are not merely evocative in them-
selses, but can be used as the raw material for worthwhile
hutory. It is possible for even a single student in a summer
vacation project, with interviews, to make a useful extension
of historical knowledge—and also to create new resources
which others may be able to use later. With a group
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the opportunitics naturally enlarge. The number of inter-
views can be greater, the archival scarches more cxtensive,
the subject more ambitious.

The group project has some special characteristics of its
own. Instead of the atmosphere of competition common in
education, it requires a spirit of intellectual co-operation.
Isolated reading, cxaminations, and lecture sessions give way
to collaborative historical rescarch. The joint inquiry will
also bring teachers and students into a much closer, less
hicrarchical relationship, giving far more chance of informal
contact between them. Their dependence will become
mutual. The teacher may bring special experience in inter-
pretation and in knowledge of existing sources, but will rely
on the support of the students as organizers and field-
workers. In these ways some of the students are likely to
show unexpected skills. The best cssay-writer is not neces-
sarily the best interviewer—nor is the teacher. A much more
cqual situation is created. But, paradoxically, at the same
time, by resolving—or at least suspending—the conflict
between rescarch and teaching, it enables the teacher to bea
better professional. The group project is both research and
teaching, inextricably mixed, and as a result each is done
more cffectively.

The essential value of both group and single projects is,
however, similar. Students can share in the excitements and
satisfactions of creative historical rescarch of intrinsic worth.
At the same time they gain personal experience of the diffi-
culties of such work. They formulate an interpretation or
theory and then find exceptional facts which are difficult to
explain away. They find that the people whom they inter-
view do not fit easily into the social types presented by the
preliminary reading. They need facts, or people, or records
which prove tantalizingly elusive. They encounter the
problems of bias, contradiction, and interpretation in
evidence. Above all, they are brought back from the grand
patterns of written history to the awkwardly individual
human lives which are its basis.

Both kinds of project also have the important consequence
of taking education out of its institutional retreats into the
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world Both sides gamn from this Interviewing can bring
together people from dufferent social classes and age groups
who would otherwise rarely meet, let alone get to know each
other closely Much of the widespread hostility to students 1s
based on little knowledge of what they are actually like or do,
and these meetigs can bring an appreciation of the serous-
mindedness and 1dealism which 15 widespread among them
They can also show ordinary people that history need not
be wrelevant to their own lves Conversely, teachers and,
students can become more directly aware of the image which
they present to the wider public And through entering mto
the Lives of their informants, they gain more understanding
of values which they do not share, and often respect for the
courage shown 1 hives much less privileged than their own

Yet the nature of the mterview imphes a breaking of the
boundary between the educational nstitution and the world,
between the professional and the ordinary public, more
fundamental than this For the historian comes to the inter-
view to learn to sit at the feet of others who, because they
come from a different social class, or are less educated, or
older, know more about something The reconstruction of
history 1tself becomes a much more widely collaborative
process, tn which non professionals must play a entical part
By giving a central place i its wnting and presentation to
people of all kinds, history gains immensely And old people
especially benefit too An oral history project can not only
bring them new socmal contacts and sometimes lead to
lasting frnendships, 1t can render them an mestimable service

00 often 1gnored, and economically emasculated, 1t can
gwve back to them a dignaty, 2 sense of purpose, 1n going back
over ther hives and handing on valuable information to a
younger generation

ese changes made possible through oral history are not

confined to the wnting of books or projects ‘They also affect
the presentation of history 1n museums, record offices, and
libranes These all now have a means of mfusing hfe into
their collections, and through this, of bringing themselves
Into a more active rel hip with their ¢ y Th
€n set up thewr own speaal research projects, bike the




12 THE VOICE OF THE PAST

East Anglian museums’ study of the sugar-beet industry, or
the Imperial War Museum programmes on early aviation
and on conscientious objectors., A few museums are ako
using tapes as a sound accompaniment to their displays,
cither directly explanatory or for evocative atmosphere. The
display itself can at the same time be reformulated so that it
comes closer to the historical original. The ‘period setting’ for
objects becomes the reconstruction of a real room, with, for
example, tools and shavings and half-made baskets left
about as if the craftsman was still using it. Older local
people, when they look at this room, are likely to have com-
meats, and may even help with improvements by offering
articles of their own. In one particularly lively East London
museum, if an attendant hears this kind of conversation
going on, he alerts one of the curators, and the old person is
immediately offered a cup of tea and a chance to record
some of his own impressions on the spot. And if the first
impromptu session proves fruitful, others follow. Some of the
recordings are later used in educational tapes lent to the
local schools; and weekends have been arranged for the
schoolchildren—normally Sixth Formers—to meet the old
people. Thus an active dialogue develops between old people,
their own local history, and a museum which has become 2
social centre. Here is a model of a social role for history with
great potential, which needs to be taken up elsewhere.
The use of interviewing for historical presentation 1o
broadcasting is of course long-standing. Here indeed is a
fine tradition of oral history techniques which goes back
many years—in fact well before the term ‘oral history’ was
introduced. Professional historians are of course given their
own chance for brief lectures in the intervals between pro-
grammes on Radio Three. But most of those I know show
much more interest in those radio and television programmes
which re-evoke history through the use of raw material, some
of it dating from the original period, some recorded retro-
spectively. For the historian of the future the preservation of
many of these programmes, along with others in the B.B.C.
Sound Archives, will provide a rich source. It is very unfor-
tunate that at present, by contrast, only a very small pro-



HISTORY AND THE COMMUNITY 13

portion of what is being broadcast on television is being
preserved, and historians have shown curiously little interest
in this systematic destruction of records.

In historical broadcasting it is the introduction of people,
the original actors, which brings the programmes alive.
Some local radio stations have deliberately used this type of
programme to encourage links and exchanges with their
local community. There have also been experiments with
the use of the oral history approach in film making. Admit-
tedly it presents some severe problems. A series of interwoven
interviews easily becomes visually repetitive, and—despite
vivid moments—Ilacks dramatic action. An alternative,
controversial approach was tried in the filming of ‘Akenfield’,
Here two kinds of oral material were used. The script of the
narrator was put together by Ronald Blythe from the inter-
views which he recorded for his original book, and was spoken
by a professional actor. But all the visible actors were local
people rather than professionals, and their words were un-
scripted. They gave their services to the film freely at week~
ends, and brought to each session clothes, props, and food.
They would simply be warned in advance what the scene
was to be about, so that they could meet in the appropriate
dress and frame of mind, The result is certainly a remarkable,
if! hat puzzling film. It has which are deeply
moving just because they are so ordinary: like the funeral
sequence, with its awkward silences, the inadequacy of words
when they come, the too slowly sung hymn, and afterwards
the bad jokes and stories told again and again. Here is a real
pathos which professional acting would not dare to achieve,
On the other hand, there are clearly unsolved problems in
this approach to film making. Who is it for? To the middle-
class film connoisseur the ungainly ‘acting’ was disconcerting,
and the dialect accents hard to catch. Some local audiences,
by contrast, were disturbed by the many inaccuracies in
historical detail—hardly surprising, since the film was made
In everyday modemn settings. Others simply found the film
boring, ordinary, and without any obvious point. They
would .h:nvc been more interested had the story itself been
entertaining. Most of these criticisms derive from the same
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fundamental difficulty. While the film may have been acted
by local people, the essential direction remained in other
hands. Neither its design, its plot, nor its message sprang
from the collaboration which took place in its production.
If there was a common purpose, it was onc imposed from
without.

Such a difficulty is not peculiar to film making, although
it is certainly increased by the technical requirements and
costs of the medium and its domination by an international
professionalism. A similar problem applics especially in
national broadcasting. And in practicce it occurs in most
other types of project, especially in cducation. But the
co-operative nature of the oral history approach has led to
a radical questioning of this onc-sided process, and hence
of the fundamental relationship between history and the
community. Historical information nced not be taken away
from the community for intcrpretation and prcsentation
by the professional historian. Through oral history the com-
munity can, and should, be given the confidence to write its
own history. This hope has been behind some of the co-
operative local oral history groups which have issued cheap
cyclostyled broadsheets of transcribed extracts from record-
ings, adult education local history projects, or joint projects
between oral historians and trade unionists.

The most radical model of this approach 1s providcd by
the People’s Autobiography of Hackney. This arose from 2
group, originally connccted with the W.E.A. (Workers’
Educational Association), which met in a local book and
community centre called Centreprise. Members of the group
varied in age from their teens to their seventics, but all lived
in or ncar Hackney in East London. Their occupations were
very mixed. The group was an open one, brought together
by notices in the local papers, libraries, and other places.
Any member could record anyone else. At the group meetings
they played and discussed their tapes—sometimes also
recording these discussions—and planned ways of sharing
what was collected with a Hackney audience. For this
reason they especially emphasize publishing and have issued
a series of cheap pamphlets, assisted by a local library sub-
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sidy, based on transcriptions and written accounts of people’s
Iives, which have had a large local circulation These
pamphlets have 1n turn stimulated reactions from other
people and led to more discusston and recordings The group
has also collected photographs, and has sufficcent materal,
through tapes and shdes, for histoncal presentations to

d i the cc y such as hospital patients and
pensioners’ assoctations—another way of giving back to
people their own history, showing them 1t was valued, and
sumulating therr own contributions The People’s Auto-
biography thus aims, on the one hand, to build up througha
series of individual accounts a composite history of Iife and
work in Hackney, and, on the other, to give people confidence
1 their own memorntes and interpretations of the past, their
ability to contnbute to the wniting of history—confidence,
too, 1n their own words 1n short, in themselves

The possibility of using history for such a constructive
soctal and personal purpose comes from the intrinsic nature
of the oral approach It 15 about individual hves—and any
Iife 13 of interest And 1t depends upon speech, not upon the
much more demanding and restricted skill of writing More-
over, the tape recorder not only allows lustory to be taken
down n spoken words but also to be presented through them
In a historical talk, or a museum demonstration of craft
techmques, or a retrospective broadcast, the use of 2 human
vouce, fresh, personal, particular, always brings the past into
the present with extraordinary smmediacy The words may
be 1diosyncratically phrased, but all the more expressive for
that They breathe life 1nto history

Something more 1s to be learned from them than mere
content Recordings demonstrate the rich ability of people of
all walls of Lfe to express themselves George Ewart Evans
bas shown 1n s many books how the dialect of the East
Anghan farm Iabourer, long scorned by the county land-
owning class for his notable marticulacy, carnes a Chaucenan
grammatical and expressive strength which 15 hard to equal
in conventional English And this hind of discovery has been
shared by oral lustonians wherever they have worked The
pe recorder hus allowed the speech of ordinary people
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—their narrative skill for example—to be seriously under-
stood for the first time. Educationists a few years ago, under
the influence of Basil Bernstein, were assuming that working-
class speech was a fatal handicap, a constraint which
imprisoned all but the simplest types of thought. Now, with
the help of tape recorders, the magazine Language and Class
Workshop can challenge Bernstein’s theories with its published
transcripts; and in America ‘urban folklore’ has become an
accepted literary genre. However, it may well be a long time
before such revaluations reach general acceptance. Mean-
while, one of the key social contributions which can be made
by the oral historian, whether in projects or through bringing
direct quotation into written history, is to help give ordinary
people confidence in their own speech.

In discovering such a purpose, oral historians have
travelled a long way from their original aim—and there is,
undoubtedly, some danger of conflict between the two. On
the level of the interview itself, for example, there have been
telling criticisms of a relationship with informants in which a
middle-class professional determines who is to be interviewed
and what is to be discussed and then disappears with a tape
of somebody’s life which he never hears about again—and if
he did, might be indignant at the unintended meanings
imposed on his words. There are clear social advantages in
the contrasting ideal of a self-selected group, or an opeh
public meeting, which focuses on equal discussion and
encourages local publication of its results; and of individual
recording sessions which are conversations rather than
directed interviews. But there are also drawbacks in the
alternative.

The self:selected group will rarely be fully representative
of 2 community. It is much more likely to be composed from
its central groups—people from a skilled working-class Of
lower middle-class background. The local upper class will
rarely be there, nor will the very poor, the less confident
especially among women, or the immigrant from its racial
minority. A truer and socially more valuable form of local
oral history will be created when these other groups art
drawn in. Its publications will be much more telling if they
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can juxtapose, for example, the mustress with the domestic
servant, or 2 millowner with the mullworkers It will then
reveal the varety of social expertence 1n the community, the
groups which had the better or the worse of it—and perhaps
lead to a consideration of what might be done about 1t Local
history drawn from a more restricted social stratum tends to
be more complacent, a re enactment of community myth
This certainly needs to be recorded, and a self sufficient local
group which can do this 1s undoubtedly helping many others
besides tself But for the radical historsan 1t 1s hardly suffi-
cient History should not merely comfort, 1t should provide a
challenge, and understanding which helps towards change
For this the myth needs to become dynamuc It has to
encompass the complexaties of conflict And for the historian
who wishes to work and write as a socialist, the task must be
not stmply to celebrate the working class as 1t 15, but to raise
its consciousness There 15 no point in replacing a conserva-
tive myth of upper class wisdom wath a lower-class one A
hustory 1s required which leads to action not to confirm, but
to change the world

In principle there 15 no reason why local projects should
not have such an object, while at the same time continuing
to encourage self confidence and the writing of hustory
from within the commumty Most groups will normally
contain some members with more Tistorical experience
They certainly need to use tact, to undervalue rather than
emphasize ther advantage But 1t 15 everybody’s loss mn the
long run of they disown 1t their contributton should be to
help the group towards a wader perspective Simular observa-
tions apply in the recording session where the essential need
1s mutual respect A superior, dommating attitude does not
make for a good interview anyway The oral histonan has
to be a good Listener, the informant an active helper As
George Ewart Evans puts 1t—"although the old survivors
were walling books, I could not just leaf them over They
were persons’ 2 And so are histonans They have come for a
purpose, to get information, and 1f ult:mately ashamed of
this they should not have come at all A histortan who Just
engages n haphazard remimscence will collect nterestng
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pieces of information, but will throw away the chance ¢
winning the critical evidence for the structure of historicd
argument and interpretation. _

The relationship between history and the communiy
should not be one-sided in either direction: but rather 2
series of exchanges, a dialectic, between information.a.nd
interpretation, between educationists and their localifiy
between classes and generations. There will be room fx
many kinds of oral history and it will have many different
social consequences. But at bottom they are all related.

Oral history is a history built around people. It thrusts kit
into history itself and it widens its scope. It allows heroes not
just from the leaders, but from the unknown majority of the
people. It encourages teachers and students to become fellqw-
workers. It brings history into, and out of, the commun:
It helps the less privileged, and especially the old, towards
dignity and self-confidence. It makes for contact—and thence
understanding—between social classes, and between generé:
tions. And to individual historians and others, with shszd
meanings, it can give a sense of belonging to a place or It
time. In short, it makes for fuller human beings. Equally,
oral history offers a challenge to the accepted myths of
history, to the authoritarian judgement inherent 1B 1ts
tradition. It provides a means for a radical transformation of
the social meaning of history.



2

Historians and Oral History

Tie term ‘oral history” 15 new, like the tape recorder, andat
has radical implications for the future But this does not
mean that 1t has no past In fact, oral hstory 1s as old as
Tustory wself It was the first kind of lustory And 1t 1s only
quite recently that shill in handling oral evidence has ceased
to be one of the marks of the great lustonan When the
leading professional historian of mud nineteenth century
France, Jules Michelet, professor of the Ecole Normale, the
Sorbonne and the Collége de France, and chuef historical
curator of the National Archives, came to wnite hus History
of the French Revolution (1847~53), he assumed that written
documents should be but one source among many He could
draw on his own memory he had been born 1n Panis in 1798,
within a decade of the fall of the Bast:lle But for ten years he
had also been systematically collecting oral evidence outside
Pans His intention was to counterbalance the evidence of
official documents with the political judgement of popular
oral tradition

When 1 say oral tradition, I mean national tradition, which re-
mauned generally scattered 1 the mouths of the people, which
everybody sud and repeated, p 3 folk, old men,
women, even children, which you can hear if you enter of an
evenng ints a village tavern, which you may gather 1f, finding on
the road a passer by at rest, you begin to con erse with lum about
the raum, the season, then the high price of victuals, then the times
of the Emperor, then the times of the Revolution 1

Michelet was clearly shilled at lstening, and drawing an
tnformant out He also had distinct 1deas about = ares n
which oral evidence was more, or less, v
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in his own time he was exceptional; but he was certainly not
peculiar. Yet within a century the historical profession had
so far turned its back on its own traditional skills, that
Professor James Westfall Thompson commented on Miche.
let’s passage, in his monumenta] History of Historical Writing
(1942), ‘this may seem Like g strange way of collecting his
torical data’. How did this reversal come about? What were
the stages by which oral history lost its original eminence?
One of the underlying reasons becomes clear as soon as ¢
look at the scope of oral tradition in pre-literate societies. At
this stage all history was oral history. But everything els¢
had to be remembered too: crafts and skills, the time and
scason, the sky, territory, law, speeches, transactions, bar-
gains. And oral tradition jtself was very varied. Jan Vansina
in his classic Orgl Tradition; q study in historical meﬂwdo{oy
(1965), divides African oral tradition into five categories.
First there are formulas—learning formulas, rituals, slogans,
and titles. Next there are Lists of place names and perspnal
names. Then come official and private poetry—historical,
religious, or personal. F. ourthly there are stories—historica,
didactic, artistic, or personal. Lastly there are legal and
other commentaries. Not all of these can be found in all
African societies. Official poetry and historical stories',.for
example, arise only with a relatively high degree of political
organization, N evertheless, in most societies there is normally
a considerable range of oral evidence. The social 1'mp0rt_ancc
of some of these oral traditions also resulted in reliable
Systems for handing them down from generation to genera:
tion with a minimum of distortion. Practices such as group
testimony on rityal Occasions, disputations, schools for
teaching traditional lore, and recitations on taking ofﬁcc,
could preserve exact tests through the centuries, including
archaisms even afier they had ceased to be understood.
Traditions of thig type resemble legal documents, or sacred
books, and thejr bearers become in many Alfrican courts
highly specialized officials. In Rwanda, for example, genea-
logists, memorialists, rthapsodists, and abiiry were each re-
sponsible for the preservation of different types of tradltlfm-
The genealogists, abacurabwenge, had to remcmber the lists
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of hings and queen mothers, the memoralists, abateekerezz, the
most important events of the various reigns, the rhapsodists,
abasizt, preserved the panegyrics on the kings, and the
aburu the secrets of the dynasty
There were also village tradition bearers, who, more often
than the court specialists, have continued to hand down
tracditions 1nto the present A dramatic encounter with one
has been described by Alex Haley n lus account of the
rediscovery of lus own ancestry—subsequently given great
publicity in the sem fictionahized form of Roofs (1976) His
fanuly had a tradition rare among black Americans—of how
therr first ancestor came to the colomes as a slave, including
a few details how he had been captured when chopping
wood, lus African pame had been Kin-tay, he called a
gutar a ko’ and a nver *Kamby Bolongo’, how he had
landed at “Naphs® and worked with the English name Toby
for Mag’ Willlam Waller For this black famuly descent in
America itself, Haley was able to provide proof from archival
researches, down to an advertisement in the Maryland
Gazelte of October 1767 for “fresh slaves for sale’ of the Lord
Ligonser and a transfer deed between the brothers John and
Wilham Waller of ‘one Negro man slave called Toby' But
all this followed the high moment of hus search, back across
the Atlantic—a moment 1n which 1t now scems enthustasm
may have gone further than the evidence warranted His
f\ncctor’s language had been 1dentified as Mandinka and
hamby Bolongo’ as the Gambia River, and then, 1n
Gambia, he found that there was an old famuly clan called
Runte So farso good Then after a search, a tradithon-bearer
of the clan, or ‘griot’, was located m a tiny, distant hamlet
in the interior Accompanied by interpreters and musicians,
Alex Haley eventually reached lum  ‘And from a distance I
could see this small man with a pillbox hat and an off-white
Tobe, and even from a distance there was an air of “some-
;’;’ﬁmm about lum* The people gathered around Alex
cy 1 a horseshoe to stare at the first black American
they had seen And then they turned to the old man
The cld man, the gnat, the oral hustorian, Kebba Kanga Fofana, 73
Fauns of age, began now to tell me the <n
] ancestral history of the Kuinte
.
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clan as it had been told down across the centuries, from the time

of the forefathers. It was as if a scroll was being read. It was'

just talk as we talk. It was a very formal occasion. The peoplt

became mouse quiet, rigid. The old man sat in a chair and whea

he would speak he would come up forward, his body would grow
rigid, the cords in his neck stood out and he spoke words &
though they were physical objects coming out of his mouth. He'd
speak a sentence or so, he would go limp, relax, and the trans
lation would come. Out of this man’s head came spilling lineage
details incredible to behold. Two, three centuries back. Who
married whom, who had what children, what children married
whom and their children, and so forth, just unbelievable. I was
struck not only by the profusion of details, but also by the biblical
pattern of the way they expressed it. It would be something like:
‘and 5o and so took as a wife so and so and begat and begat and
begat’, and he’d name their mates and their children, and $0
forth. When they would date things it was not with calendar dates
but ;hey would date things with physical events, such as ... 3
flood.

So step by step the old man recounted the history of the
Kinte clan: how they had come out of Old Mali, had been
blacksmiths, potters, and weavers, had settled in the present
village, until, roughly between 1750 and 1760, a younge
son of the family, Omoro Kinte, took a wife, Binta Kebb?,
by whom he had four sons, whose names were Kunt?,
Lamin, Suwadu, and Madi.

By the time he got down to that level of the family, the griof had
talked for probably five hours. He had stopped maybe fifty time
in the course of that narrative . . . And then a translation came as
all the others had come, calmly, and it began, ‘About the time
the king’s soldiers came’. That was one of those time-fixing refer-
ences. Later in England, in British Parliamentary records, I went
feverishly searching to find out what he was talking about, be-
cause I had to have the calendar date. But now in back country
Africa, the griot Kebba Kanga Fofana, the oral historian, W25
telling the story as it had come down for centuries from the time
of the forefathers of the Kinte clan. ‘About the time the king’s
soldiers came, the eldest of these four sons, Kunta, went away
from this village to chop wood and was seen never again.” And he
went on with his story. I sat there as if I was carved of rock .« »
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Alex Haley did, after a few moments, pull out his own note-
book, and show the interpreters that this was the same story
that he had himself heard as a child from his grandmother on
the front porch of her house 1n Tennessee, and there then
followed a spontaneous ceremony of reconciliation with hus
own people, 1n which he laid hands on thewr infants, and
they took hum mto therr mosque and prayed in Arabic,
‘Prawse be to Allah for one long lost from us whom Allah has
returned ‘2

For a number of reasons, the identification of Kinte 1s
much more doubtful than Alex Haley beheved i that
moment His ‘griot’, who lacked the full traditsonal traiming,
was not an 1deal tradition-bearer, but like a good ‘griot’ was
searching the genealogrcal store 1n his mind for the evidence
needed for an audience—and he may have had an idea 1
advance of what Haley wanted Subsequently, there have
been vanations 1n munor detail when he has repeated his
tesuimony More important, the African and Amencan
generations fit awkwardly—although this could be due to a
telescoping not uncommon 1n oral traditton—and the time-
fixng reference 15 very weak for an area m which European
soldiers had been present for a long time For instances of the
accuracy of oral tradition m non literate societies, we must
look elsewhere for example, to ancient Greece, where the
accuracy of description of details of obsolete armour and
name-sts of abandoned citwes, preserved orally for six
hundred years before the first written versions of the lliad
were circulated, has been vindicated by classical scholarship
and archaeology

Nevertheless, Haley’s story does bring home with rare
power the standing of the oral historian before the spread of
documentation m Iiterate societses made redundant such
public moments of hustorical revelation The modern genea-
logist works 1n pnvate silence 1n a record office Memory s
demoted from the status of public authonty to that of a
Private ad  People still remember nituals, names, songs,
stones, shalls, but 1t 15 now the document which stands as the
final authonty, and the guarantee of transmission to the

future Consequently, 1t 15 just those public and long term
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clan as it had been told down across the centuries, from the times
of the forefathers. It was as if a scroll was being read. It wasn’t
just talk as we talk. It was a very formal occasion. The people
became mouse quiet, rigid. The old man sat in a chair and when
he would speak he would come up forward, his body would grow
rigid, the cords in his neck stood out and he spoke words as
though they were physical objects coming out of his mouth. He’d
speak a sentence or so, he would go limp, relax, and the trans-
lation would come. Out of this man’s head came spilling lineage
details incredible to behold. Two, three centuries back. Who
married whom, who had what children, what children married
whom and their children, and so forth, just unbelievable. I was
struck not only by the profusion of details, but also by the biblical
pattern of the way they expressed it. It would be something like:
‘and so and so took as a wife so and so and begat and begat and
begat’, and he’d name their mates and their children, and so
forth. When they would date things it was not with calendar dates,
but they would date things with physical events, such as ... a
flood.

So step by step the old man recounted the history of the
Kinte clan: how they had come out of Old Mali, had been
blacksmiths, potters, and weavers, had settled in the present
village, until, roughly between 1750 and 1760, a younger
son of the family, Omoro Kinte, took a wife, Binta Kebba,
by whom he had four sons, whose names were Kunta,
Lamin, Suwadu, and Madi.

By the time he got down to that level of the family, the griot had
talked for probably five hours. He had stopped maybe fifty times
in the course of that narrative . . . And then a translation came as
all the others had come, calmly, and it began, ‘About the time
the king’s soldiers came’. That was one of those time-fixing refer-
ences. Later in England, in British Parliamentary records, I went
feverishly searching to find out what he was talking about, be-
cause I had to have the calendar date. But now in back country
Africa, the griot Kebba Kanga Fofana, the oral historian, was
telling the story as it had come down for centuries from the time
of the forefathers of the Kinte clan. ‘About the time the king’s
soldiers came, the eldest of these four sons, Kunta, went away
from this village to chop wood and was seen never again.” And he
went on with his story. I sat there as if I was carved of rock . ..
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Alex Haley did, after a few moments, pull out his own note-
book, and show the interpreters that this was the same story
that he had himself heard as a child from his grandmother on
the front porch of her house in Tennessee; and there then
followed a spontaneous ceremony of reconciliation with his
own peaple, in which he laid hands on their infants, and
they took him into their mosque and prayed in Arabic,
‘Praise be to Allah for one long lost from us whom Allah has
returned.’?

For a number of reasons, the identification of Kinte is
much more doubtful than Alex Haley believed in that
moment. His ‘griot’, who lacked the full traditional training,
was not an ideal tradition-bearer, but like a good ‘griot’ was
searching the genealogical store in his mind for the evidence
needed for an audience—and he may have had an idea in
advance of what Haley wanted. Subsequently, there have
been variations in minor detail when he has repeated his
testimony. More important, the African and American
generations fit awkwardly—although this could be due to a
telescoping not uncommon in oral tradition—and the time-
fixing reference is very weak for an area in which European
soldiers had been present for a long time, For instances of the
accuracy of oral tradition in non-literate societies, we must
lock clsewhere: for example, to ancient Greece, where the
accuracy of description of details of obsolete armour and
name-lists of abandoned cities, preserved orally for six
hundred years before the first written versions of the Hiad
were circulated, has been vindicated by classical scholarship
and archaeology.

Nevertheless, Haley’s story does bring home with rare
power the starding of the oral historian before the spread of
documentation in literate societies made redundant such
public moments of historical revelation, The modemn genea-
logist warls in private silence in 2 record affice, Memory it
demoted from the status of public authority to that of a
private aid. People still remember rituals, names, songs,
stories, skills; but it is now the document which stands as the
final authority, and the guarantee of transmission to the
future. Consequently, it is just those public and long-term
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oral traditions, which were once the most prestigious, which
have proved most vulnerable. By contrast, personal remi-
niscence and private family traditions, which are rarely com-
mitted to paper just because most people do not think them
of much importance to others, have become the standard
type of oral evidence. And it is normally only among social
groups of low prestige, such as children, the urban poor, or
isolated country people, that other oral traditions such as
games, songs, ballads, and historical stories are now collected.
This change in the social function and status of the bearers of
oral traditions is clearly related to its long-term decline in
prestige—and, conversely, to its current radicality.

In Western Europe it came about very slowly. The first
written histories probably go back three thousand years.
They set down existing oral tradition about the distant past
and gradually also began to chronicle the present. From quite
an early stage there were a few outstanding historical writers
who tried to evaluate their evidence. The method of Hero-
dotus, for example, in the fifth century B.c. was to seek out
eyewitnesses and cross-question them. By the third century
A.p. we can find Lucian advising the would-be historian to
look for his informant’s motives; while Herodian cites
enough of his sources to suggest the order in which he rates
them—antiquarian authorities, palace information, letters,
senate proceedings, and other witnesses. And in the early
eighth century Bede, in the preface to his History of the
English Church and People, carefully distinguished his sources.
For most of the English provinces he had to rely on oral
traditions sent to him by other clergy, but he was able to
draw on the records at Canterbury, and he even secured
copies of letters from the papal archives through a London
priest who visited Rome. But he was surest of the evidence
for his own Northumbria, where ‘I am not dependent on any
one author, but on countless faithful witnesses who either know
or remember the facts, apart from what I know myself’.3

Bede’s attitude to evidence, and his assumption that he
could be most trusted where he had been able to collect oral
evidence from eyewitnesses himself, would have been shared
by all the most critical historians into the eighteenth century
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comments suggest a lack of distinction between them. He
boasted in his History of Charles XII (1%731), for example, that
he had ‘not ventured to advance a single fact, without con-
sulting eyewitnesses of undoubted veracity’. After its publica-
tion, he cited as an indication of his reliability a letter of
approval from the king of Poland, who ‘himself had been an
eyewitness’ of some of the events described. He also defended
his failure to cite authorities in The Age of Louis XIV (1751)
on the ground that ‘the events of the first years, being known
to every one, wanted only to be placed in their proper light;
and as to those of a later date, the author speaks of them as
eyewitness’. By contrast he did feel a need in his History of the
Russian Empire under Peter the Great (17509-63) to name, at
least at the start, ‘his vouchers, the principal of which is
Peter the Great himself’.5 For this work he had the assistance
of documents selected and copied by the Russian officials
and sent to his home in Geneva. Voltaire, while retaining a
special regard for personal witness, reveals curiously little
awareness of the possible bias either in a monarch’s own
judgement of his reign, or in a set of documents preserved
and even selected by the royal officials themselves.

Voltaire stood, however, at the edge of a period of great
change in the nature of historical scholarship. Behind it lay
the cumulative effects of two centuries of printing: an
explosion in historical resources which was both quantitative
and qualitative. We may take, for an example, 4 New
Method of Studying History: recommending more easy and complete
instructions for improvements in that science, published by Langlet
du Fresnoy, librarian to the Prince of Savoy, in 1713, and
subsequently translated into Dutch, German, and English.
As it happens there is nothing very new in the method itself
which Fresnoy puts forward—he even asserts that those
historians who combine ‘hard study, and a great experience
of affairs’, are considerably superior to those ‘that shut them-
selves up in their closets to examine there, upon the credit of
others, the facts which themselves were not able to be in-
formed of’.6 Much more remarkable is his second volume,
for it consists entirely of bibliography, listing altogether some
10,000 titles of historical works in the major European
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that such tales, whether false or true, were heard by our
ancestors with eagerness and faith’. He quotes at length a
broadside street ballad which he calls ‘the vehement and
bitter cry of labour against capital’, and argues that evidence
of this kind must be used for social history. “The common
people of that age were not in the habit of meeting for public
discussion, or haranguing, or of petitioning parliament. No
newspaper pleaded their cause.... A great part of their
history is to be learned only from ballads.’8

As a general historian, Macaulay drew not simply on a
wider range of published sources, but also on the develop-
ment of a whole series of other modes of historical writing.
One of the authorities he cited in using oral tradition was
Sir Walter Scott. As a young man, before he began writing
novels, Scott was a Border Country lawyer, and one of his
first publications was a Minstrelsy of the Scottish Border (1802),
a set of popular ballads which he had collected from country
people with his friend Robert Shortreed. His own interest
had in turn been partly awakened by a still earlier collection,
Bishop Percy’s Reliques of Ancient English Poeiry (1765). But
he could have chanced on others. Perhaps best known was
William Camden’s Britannia (1586), which includes chapters
on the development of the English language, proverbs, and
names as well as poetry. It is one of the founding works of
the historical study of language and folklore.

Scott went on to make a still more important contribution
to a second new form of historical writing, the historical
novel. Here again he collected much of the oral evidence
which he needed himself. He visited the Highlands, ‘talking
to Jacobites who had taken part in the *45 Rebellion’. Scott
recognized through conversing with these old men—perhaps
better than anyone then living—what had really happened
as a result of the ’45. Culloden saw the end of a culture: the
dispersal or the destruction of the Highland clans, a tribal
society, and a way of life that had lasted in unbroken con-
tinuity since the Iron Age. The old men he talked to were
truly historical documents; and contact with them undoubt-
edly helped to give his writing that veracity which informs
his eariier novels like Waverley, The Antiguary, Rob Roy, and
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Histories’, was an impoverished country gentleman, forced
to turn his hobby into a living as an antiquarian research
assistant working for others.10 In the course of this he found
time to put together stories and information from innumer-
able sources to compose a biographical portrait of his social
circle, the seventeenth-century intelligentsia, as a whole. A
more obscure example on a local level was Richard Gough’s
Human Nature Displayed in the History of Mpyddle (1833), in
Shropshire, which had been written in 1700-6, and has
recently attracted the interest of historians. In his preface to
its republication W. G. Hoskins calls it ‘a unique book. It
gives us a picture of seventeenth-century England in all its
wonderful and varied detail such as no other book that I
know even remotely approaches.” Gough started by discuss-
ing the buildings of the parish; but once he reached the
parish church he used its pews as the framework for a social
survey, taking each pew-holding family in turn, discussing
their origins and their occupations, and relating with relish
either their successes, or their failings—drink, bribery, and
whoring. This information, moreover, is not merely illus-
trative; for its value has also emerged, in 2 modern historical
study, in establishing basic demographic facts, and correcting
the misinterpretations which would otherwise have been
made from more conventional sources such as wills and
registers.l! In the frankness with which he documented
scandal, Gough is perhaps unique; but his focus on people
rather than institutions provides one of the first instances of a
valuable minority form of local history. A later example is the
History and Traditions of Darwen and its People which J. G.
Shaw, the editor of a local newspaper, recorded in shorthand
and published from an old man in the town in 1889.
Another parallel extension led to the development of
individual working-class autobiographies. There are several
different sources for this. One is the life published as a moral
example. Apart from explicit stories of conversion and
rescue, like the testimonies of early Methodists, a number of
mid-nineteenth-century lives were edited by Christian
pamphleteers, introduced by parsons or given titles like The
Working Man’s Way in the World. Morality was secularized by
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Lastly, among the new forms of historical writing can be
scen, towards the end of the cighteenth century, the begin-
nings of an indcpendent social history. At this stage there
was no professional scparation between the processes of
crcating information, constructing social theory and his-
torical analysis, so that they proceed sometimes together,
somctimes apart. Onc cannot, as a result, scparate the origins
of an ‘oral history’ mcthod from genceral developments in the
collection and usc of oral cvidence. Two of the carliest
achicvements, for cxample, came from Scotland. In 1781
John Millar published his Origin of the Distinctions of Ranks,
which puts forward a historical and comparative theory
of incquality. He not merely anticipated Marx by linking
the stages in master-servant relationships with changes in
cconomic organization, but produced in his discussion ‘of the
rank and condition of women in different ages’ one of the
first historical cxplanations of sexual incquality. This
pioncering exercise in historical sociology depended on a
wide varicty of published sources from ancient histories to
the recent descriptions of local social customs by European
travellers in other continents. Ten years later came a major
step in the creation of source material, the first Stafistical
Account of Scotland (1791-9), a national collection of con-
temporary and historical social information carried out
through the parish clergy and edited by Sir John Sinclair.
There had been no investigation on a comparable scale in
the British Isles since Domesday. Meanwhile, in England,
one important model of social investigation was provided by
the ‘field-work’ travels of Arthur Young, bringing together
both his own observations and interviews with others in his
influential reports on the state of British agriculture. William
Cobbett’s later travels, documenting the often devastating
social consequences of economic progress in agriculture, us?d
the same method in reply to Young. Others, less energetic,
devised short-cuts which were to prove key methodological
devices for the future. The first questionnaire has been
attributed to David Davies, a Berkshire rector, who was
investigating farm labourers’ budgets, and sent out printed
abstracts to potential collaborators, whom he hoped might
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inquiring committee and questioned by them. The exchanges
and arguments between the committee and witnesses were
often reproduced along with the publication of the official
report. They constitute a rich repository of autobiographical
and other oral evidence. And their potential as source
material was quickly realized. The Blue books were the
basis of Disraeli’s descriptions of working-class life in
Coningsby and Sybil. And they proved equally useful to Karl
Marx.

Marx and Engels, in their more immediate political
writings, normally drew substantially both on direct experi-
ence of their own, and on reports, written and oral, from
their innumerable correspondents and visitors. Equally,
Engcls’ Condition of the Working Class in England in 1844
combines material from newspapers, Blue books, and other
contemporary comment with his own eyewitness accounts of
working-class life. Engels had come to Manchester in 1842 to
work in the English branch of his father’s firm, and in his
spare hours from the cotton mill was able to explore the
industrial conditions of the city and to meet, with the help
of a working-class girl, Mary Burns, some of the Chartist
leaders. For his culminating theoretical analysis, however,
Marx relied on published source material. Capital is heavily
documented with both bibliography and footnotes. Apart
from occasional quotations from classical literature, Marx
cites two types of source: contemporary economic and
political theory and comment; and contemporary descrip-
tion, often including vivid anecdotes, from newspapers and
from the parliamentary Blue books. No doubt this decision
of Marx to use only already published oral material, rather
than carry out any new field-work, was partly due to personal
taste, and partly to enable him to buttress his arguments
with unassailable authorities. But given the influence which
Capital was to have on the future of social history, it set a key
precedent.

It i§ equally significant of the changing situation that such
a choice was open to Marx. For we have still not exhausted
the major new steps in the creation of oral source material
for social history. In addition to the investigations of the
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ordinary pcople of mid-Victorian England speaking. It is
because of this that they continue to be read.

Despite his popularity, Mayhew had no direct successors.
But with the risc of the socialist movement in the late
nineteenth century, a new concern to understand both the
conditions and spirit of the working classes was felt both in
Britain and in Germany. One result was the ‘scttlement’
movement, which encouraged idcalistic middle-class men
and women to live among the poor, sometimes in groups as
voluntary workers, but also alone, and even in disguise. In
England, for cxample, a number of ‘glimpses into the abyss’
inside common lodging-houses and workhouses were written
besides the famous accounts of Jack London and, later,
Gceorge Orwell. In Germany in 18go Paul Géhre, as a young
theology student, worked incognito in a Chemnitz machine
tool factory to produce Three Months in a Workshop (1895):
a study of factory culture which marked a turning-point in
German social inquiry—as well as setting Gshre on the path
which later led him, as we have seen, to launch the first
German working-class autobiographies. Robert Sherard also
used clandestine techniques for his vivid accounts of indus-
trial conditions in The White Slaves of England (1897): ‘the
factories I visited were visited by me as a trespasser, and at a
trespasser’s risk’. He generally avoided contact with em-
ployers, finding that they just laughed at his ‘stories of
grievances’ in their ‘luxurious smoking-rooms’. A similar
direct understanding of working-class culture was openly
sought by Alexander Paterson, whose Across the Bridges (1911)
is based on his years living in South London. In rural studies
it is expressed in the respect for country people of George
Sturt’s Change in the Village (1912), and still more in Stephen
Reynolds’ books on the Devon fisher-people with whom he
shared a house, A Poor Man’s House (190g) and Seems So!
(1913). Reynolds’ sympathy was carried to an explicit
‘repudiation of middle-class life’ in the belief that the simpler
lives of the poor were fundamentally ‘better than the lives
of the sort of people I was brought up among’.15 Few, of
course, would have gone this far. But something of the new
sympathy and understanding can be found even in the most
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records with visits to Co-operative Societies and interviews
with leading Co-operative personalities. Later she evolved
with Sidney a method of occasional intensive field-work
forays, setting up headquarters in lodgings in a provincial
town for two or three weeks, and ‘working hard; looking
through minute books, interviewing and attending business
meetings of trade unions’. Although at first Sidney preferred
documentary work, being ‘shy in cross-examining officials,
who generally begin by being unwilling witnesses and need
gentle but firm handling’, they apparently hit upon a
‘devastating technique of joint interview, in which they
battered from either side the object of their attentions—
sometimes a political opponent, sometimes an official who
had not devoted much thought to the underlying implica-
tions of his official actions—with a steady left-right of
question, argument, assertion, and contradiction, and left
him converted, bewildered, or indignant, as the case might
be’.16 Later on Beatrice put these and other less dubious
interviewing skills to effect in deliberately creating the
evidence she wanted before the 1go5 Poor Law Commission,
both through procuring and briefing witnesses, and through
her own cross-examining.

In their published histories, the Webbs cited only docu-
mentary sources. But they depended heavily on their inter-
viewing both for their overall interpretation and for their
treatment of facts. Each field-work visit resulted in an overall
assessment of a particular organization, and a set of pene-
trating portraits of its personalities. The Webbs were careful
to pass on their method to the school of British labour
history of which they were the founders. Page Arnot, for
example, followed it for his histories of the miners’ trade
unions. The notes on interviewing which Beatrice Webb
published in My Apprenticeship (1926) still command respect.
And it must surely be her example which inspired the leading
economic historian, J. H. Clapham, in 1906, to make 2
remarkably early plea for the oral history method, arguing
for the training of interviewers to collect ‘the memories of
businessmen’ which were, in his view, ‘the best original
authorities’ for recent economic history: and ‘with them
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had been able, through his own private wealth, to organize
one of the most elaborate purely historical research enter-
prises of the nineteenth century, anticipating some of the
giant public and privately funded projects of a hundred
years later.

It may perhaps be a salutary warning that although his
library now forms the centre of the great Berkeley university
campus, as a historian Bancroft is now largely forgotten.
In this he stands in sharp contrast to another pioneer of oral
history, the French historian Jules Michelet. Michelet is
rightly remembered ; and more needs to be said at this point
about his use of oral evidence. He is a remarkable figure:
both the leading professional of his age, and a great popular
historian; and as imaginative in seeing the possibilities of
documentary archives, as of oral tradition. Besides this he
was one of the first historians to bring an understanding of
the land and landscape into his writing. His influence was
diffuse. One can see it in W. G. Hoskins, following The
Making of the English Landscape (1955) along the hedgerows;
or in France, the great medievalist Marc Bloch combining
his searches in archives with the study of field patterns,
place names, and folklore, tramping round the French
countryside talking with a peasantry who in the early
twentieth century still worked the land with some of the
means and spirit of their medieval predecessors. Michelet
himself used oral evidence, especially in his History of the
French Revolution, where he realized that the official docu-
ments preserved only one side of the political story. In 1846
he had also published Le Peuple, a remarkable essay on the
impact of mechanization on the social classes of France. Its
preface contains a striking—indeed passionate—statement of
how he came to his method, and gained from it. He had been
collecting information outside Paris for ten years, starting
with Lyons, and then moving to other provincial towns, anii
into the countryside. “My inquiry among living documents,
he wrote, ‘taught me many things that are not in our stat-
istics . . . The mass of new information I have thus acquired,
and which is not in any book, would scarcely be crediteC}-’
This was how he had first noticed the immense increase 1l
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rediscovery of others and of himself came through his
teaching at the Ecole Normale:

Those young people, amiable and confiding, who believed in me,
reconciled me to mankind ...

The lonely writer plunged again into the crowd, listened to
their noise, and noted their words. They were perfectly the same
people . ..

(My pupils) had done me, without knowing it, an immense ser-
vice. If I had, as a historian, any special merit to sustain me ona
level with my illustrious predecessors, I should owe it to teaching,
which for me was friendship. Those great historians have been
brilliant, judicious, and profound; as for me, I have loved more.

Nineteenth-century historians were not given to self-
analysis. Michelet therefore provides, in the few, vivid para-
graphs of this preface, a powerful indication of an increasing
barrier to the practice of oral history: class. The nineteenth
century was everywhere an age of increasing class and status
consciousness. Historians were themselves evolving into a
close profession, recruited through education. The very few
who made their way into it from relatively humble back-
grounds were much more likely to remain, because of the
difficult experience of social mobility, withdrawn, like
Michelet in his early adulthood. Among these Michelet was
exceptional: few shared either the political commitment or
the personality which enabled him to break back into easy
contact with the people. As we shall see, the exclusive pro-
fessionalism exemplified in Germany proved more compel-
ling. And the very fecundity of production of secondary oral
sources made it more possible, by the mid-nineteenth
century, for a great historian to write without the use of any
‘living documents’.

Michelet himself knew this as well as any man of his time.
In 1831 he had been appointed chief of the historical section
of the National Archives of France, an immense collection
which had been brought together when the French Revolu-
tion ‘emptied the contents of monasteries, castles, and other
receptacles on one common floor’. He used it for his own
History of France (1835-67%), and his afterword to its second
volume provides an equally telling psychological insight,
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this ume into the personality of the archaval istonan It s
a species of fantasy hymn

‘The day will be ours, for we are death  All gravities to us, and
every tevolution turns to our profit Sooner or later, conquering
or conquered come to us 'We have the monarchy, safe and sound,
fromitsalpha totsomega  the keys of the Bastille, the munute
of the declaration of the nghts of man

As for me, when 1 first entered these catacombs of manusenipts,
this wonderful pobss of 1 1 would will
ingly have cxclaimed “This 15 my rest for ever, here will 1
dwell, for I have desired at!

However, T was not slow to discern in the mudst of the apparent
silence of these gallenes, a movement and a murmur which were
not those of death These papers and parchments, so long deserted,
destred no better than to be restored to the hight of day yet they
are not papers but lives of men, of provinces, and of nations
Al lived and spoke, and surrounded the anthor with an army
sptaling a hundred tongues

As 1 breathed on thetr dust, 1 saw them mise up They rased
from the sepulchre, one the head, the other the hand, as 1 the
Last Judgement of Michelangelo, or 1n the Dance of Death Thus
galvame dance, which they performed around e, 1 have essayed
to reproduce 1n this work,

The notion that the document 15 not mere paper, but
reality, 1s here converted 1nto a macabre gothic delusion, 2
fomantic sghtmare But 1t 1s nevertheless one of the psycho-
logreal assumptions which underpmn the documentary em-
pmeal tradition mn hustory generally, and not in France
alone In a much more careful, veiled form, for example, one
may find the same dream m that early masterpicce of
Englsh professional scholarship, F ' W Mastland’s Domesday
Book and Beyond (18g7) “If Enghsh hustory 1s to be unders
$tood, the law of Domesday Book must be mastered * Mantland
fooks forward to a future m which the documents have alt
E’ttn reorgmized, edited, analysed Only then, he writes,
by slow degrees the thoughts of our forefathers, ther
cammon thoughts about common things, wall have become
thinkable once more ' And the dream 15 there mn the
tide wtself *Domesday Book appears to me, not andeed as the
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known, but as the knowable. Beyond is still very dark: but
the way to it lies through the Norman record.’1?

It was this documentary tradition which emerged during
the nineteenth century as the central discipline of a new
professional history. Its roots go back to the negative scepti-
cism of the Enlightenment as well as to the archival dreams
of the Romantics. An early example is that of the Scottish
historian William Robertson who, in his History of the Reign
of Charles V (1769), publicly reprimanded Voltaire for his
failure to cite sources. He had himself gone to unusual
lengths to base his History of Scotland (1759) on original
documents, and was able to cite seven major archives,
including the British Museum, although ‘that Noble
Collection’ was ‘not yet open to the public. ... Publick
archives, as well as the repositories of private men, have been
ransacked . . . But many important papers have escaped the
notice of (others) . . . It was my duty to search for these, and
I found this unpleasant task attended with considerable
utility ... By consulting them, I have been enabled, in
many instances, to correct the inaccuracies of former
Historians.” Archival research at this stage is thus seen
essentially as a distasteful corrective duty, rather than 2
creative skill. And it is the same negative scepticism which
leads Robertson to reject out of hand the entire oral tradition
of early Scottish history, dismissing it as ‘the fabulous tales
of ... ignorant Chroniclers’. The history of Scotland before
the tenth century was not even worth study. ‘Everything
beyond that short period to which well attested annals
reach, is obscure . . . the region of pure fable and conjecture,
and ought to be totally neglected.’20

It is less easy to see why this sceptical approach should
have triumphed in the nineteenth century. Paradoxically,
the same romanticism which breathed life into the docu-
mentary method also set going folklore collecting all over
Europe, and recovered for the great epics and sagas of oral
traditions the respect which they deserved. In Britain the
folklore movement developed independently of professional
history, on a local antiquarian or literary basis, largely
amateur, and adopted its own special evolutionary theory
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of ‘survival?’ from Darwin In France and Italy—where
wterest conld be traced back at least to the eghteenth-
century  phlasopher-tustonian Vico—folklore  became a
much more respected branch of scholarship But it gained its
greatest hold 1n Scandinavia and in Germany Herse, as w
Bntatn, there had been earhier mnstances of collecting and
publishing, bt ths imtial anpguanamsm was succeeded by
a sophsticated methodology, using 2 histoncal-geographical
framework for systematic documentation and companisan
And m this much more ngorous form folklore scholarstup
has, as we shall see, made a chirect contribution to the modern
oral hustory movement At the same ime 1t came 1o be seen
23 an wapactant way of recovenng a lost rational spint and
culture, not only in Scandinavia, but also n Germany
Equally important, the Romanhic Movement led 1n the
plulasophy of history to a widespread acceptance of the
wmpartance of enltural hustory and the need to understand
the dufferent standards of judgement of carlier epochs and,
eventually, other societies This was agam especially true
of Germany where the narrowly confident umversabstic
tionalism of the Enligh had been resisted almost
from the start, most notably by Herder, with fus beftef that
the very essence of history was in sts plematude and vanety
Here already were the first steps towards a cultural relative
um And it was from Vienna that, at the end of the nine-
eenth century, the modern understanding of sadividual
personality through psychology onginated, carrymg with 1t
thesmphications of a less judg 1, more relatvist attitude
towards wdnduals 1 fustory German phedosophers of
lustory unfortunately took lttle conmstent interest in
psychology But the posubihity of a new understanding of the
hustortcal value of mdiwsdual bfe stones was certaunly these,
and at feast one Germman plufosopher, Wilhelm Dilthey,
came at times very close to st, as 15 demonstrated in some of
bis reflections on the meanng of History
Autobiography 19 the haghest and most instructive form sn which
theunderstanding of Iife confronts us Here 1s the outward, pheno-
menal eourse of a e which forms the basis for understanding
what has produced it within & certain enviranment
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The person who seeks the connecting threads in the history of
his life has already, from different points of view, created a co-
herence in that life which he is now putting into words ... He
has, in his memory, singled out and accentuated the moments
which he experienced as significant; others he has allowed to
sink into forgetfulness . ..

Thus, the first problem of grasping and presenting historical
connections is already half solved by life.2

How was this opportunity lost? What led the documentary
method to its narrowing, scarcely mitigated triumph in the
very same decades through German example? This is 2
question which needs to be more fully explored. But part of
the explanation undoubtedly lies in the changing social
position of the historian. The development of an academic,
historical profession in the nineteenth century brought with
it a more precise and conscious social standing. It also
required that historians, like other professionals, should have
some form of distinctive training. And both the research
doctorate, and the systematic teaching of historical meth-
odology, are derived from Germany. Research training was
begun by Leopold von Ranke after his appointment in 1825
as Professor at Berlin. Ranke was already thirty, but he was
to live to the age of ninety, and during the succeeding
decades his research seminar became the most influential
historical training-ground in Europe. He was in some ways
an old-fashioned figure, a sceptic as much as a romantic
despite his fascination with medieval Germany. It was a
rejection of Scott’s novels as factually unreliable which first
led him to resolve that in his own work he would avoid all
fabrication and fiction, and stick severely to the facts. But in
his first great masterpiece, the Histories of the Latin and
Germanic Nations (1824), despite his famous destruction of
Guiccardini’s credibility and his dictum that history should
be written wie es eigentlich gewesen ist (as it really was), he also
declared himself opposed to research for its own sake; it was
only in the final stage of his work that he had resorted to
archives for confirmation. And although the History of the
Popes (1837) was based on a more active approach, he
certainly never shared the positive fascination with archives
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of his contemporary Michelet. Indeed, fater in life he
evolved a2 routine which avoided any direct contact with
archives, Documents were brought to him in his own home
by hix own research assistants, who would read them aloud. If
he so instructed, the assistant would make a copy of the
document, Ranke would work each day from 9.30 am until
2 pm with his first assistant, and from 7 pm with his second,
in hetween taking a walk with a servant in the park, dinner,
and a brief sleep. What mattered most was the relentlessness
of his systematic, critical spirit. He directly trained over a
hundred eminent German university historians. In his
research seminar, although they were allowed to choose
their own topic, he set them on to medieval documentary
work simply because that was the most difficult to master.
And when professional training began to spread, first to
France in the 18605 and later elsewhere in Europe and in
Americz, it was founded on Ranke's assumptions. C. V.
Langlais and Charles Seignobos of the Sorbonne opened
. T T e dtena 1o the Study of Fistory (1898},
‘The historian works with
stitute for decuments: no
documents, no history," 24
The documentary method nat only provided an ideal
training-ground, but it offered three other key advantages to
ihe‘ professional historian, First, the test of a young scholar’s
ability could become the writing of a monograph, the
exploration of a corner of the past, perhaps minute, hut
based an original documents, and therefore, in that sense at
least, original, Secondly, it gave to the discipline a distinct
method of its own, which—unlike the use of oral evidence—
could be claimed as an expert specialism, not shared by
athers, This self-identification around a distinct method—
ke the archacological dig, the sociological survey, the
aﬂ\hmyologisl’s field-trip—is typical of nincteenth-century
prolessionalism and had the added function of making the
evaluation of expertise an internal matter, not subject to the
Judgement of outsiders, Thirdly, for the increasing number
of historians who preferred being shut up in their studies to
miting with either the society of the rich and 5
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with ordinary people, documentary research was an invalu-
able social protection. By cutting themselves off they could
also pretend to an objective neutrality, and thence even
come to believe that insulation from the social world was a
positive professional virtue. Nor is it accidental that the
cradle of this academic professionalism should have been
nineteenth-century Germany, where university professors
constituted a narrow patrician middle-class group, parti-
cularly sharply cut off through their isolation in small
provincial towns, political impotence, and the acute hier-
archical status-consciousness of Germany, from the realities
of political and social life.

In Britain the full development of these tendencies came
relatively late. Although the documents of the Constitution
had been firmly enough enshrined by Bishop Stubbs, eminent
late nineteenth-century scholars like Thorold Rogers and
J. R. Green did not trouble to footnote their main works,
and even the Cambridge Modern History, launched by Lord
Acton in 1902 as ‘the final stage in the conditions of historical
learning’, was intended to be without footnotes.23 The
academic establishment was still widely linked both through
kin and personal careers with London society and the
political world. Thus Beatrice and Sidney Webb, in the
midst of their political work for the Poor Law Commission,
were also writing the chapter on social movements for the
Cambridge Modern History; while R. C. K. Ensor, who wrote
the highly successful Oxford volume on England 1870-1914
(1936), had spent most of his life in journalism, politics, and
social work. Lewis Namier’s famous puncturing of the qld
Whig school of history, The Structure of Politics at the Assession
of George I1I, only came out in 192g. It was not until the post-
Second World War expansion of the universities that the re-
search doctorate became the standard method of entry into
the historical profession. Its full advantages, and disadvant-
ages, are therefore a comparative novelty to British historians.

By this stage the ideal moment of the documentary metho'd
had already passed. It always had its critics. Even Langlois
and Siegnobos warned against the ‘mental deformations
which critical scholarship had led to in Germany: a textual
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criticism lost in insignificant minutiae, separated by a chasm
from not just general culture, but the larger questions of
history itself. “Some of the most accomplished critics merely
make a trade of their skill, and have never reflected on the
ends to which their art is a means,’ They also commented on
the case with which a ‘spontancous credulity’ of anything
documented can develop (rather characteristically instancing
memoirs as a type of document deserving ‘special distrust’)
and argued for both analytic criticism and comparative
evidence for establishing facts: ‘It is by combining observa-
tions that every science is built up: a scientific fact is a centre
on which several different observations converge.” Their
first point is repeated by R. G. Collingwood in The Idea of
History (1946), who condemns a training that ‘led to the
corollary that nothing was a legitimate problem for history
unless it was either a microscopic problem, or else capable
of being treated as a group of microscopic problems’; he
instances Mommsen, who ‘was able to compile a corpus of
inscriptions or a handbook of Roman Constitutional law
with almost incredible accuracy . . . but his attempt to write
ahistory of Rome broke down exactly at the point where his
owncontributions to Roman history began to be important’,2¢
Msuch comments had force then they have still more today
In a rapidly changing world which demands explanations
for its own instability, An escape from major problems of
historical interpretation into microscopic investigation is
Ineasingly difficult to justify. The documentary tradition

thus found itself increasingly on the defensive in the face
o 'h? growth of the social sciences, with their claims to
uperior powers of interpretation and theory.

Stll more critically, the documentary school faces a
‘M‘mg of its very foundation, for the document itself has
changed ity social function in two ways. First, the most
Important communications between people are no longer
dee. through documents (if they ever were) but orally, l.Jy
Metting or telephone, Secondly, the record has lost its
infiocence (if it ever had one); it is now understood to have
Potential value as future propaganda.

The stages of this change have been shrewdly discussed by
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was always desirable Meanwhule a sinilar process of change
had started with home documents Confidential cabinet
papers were being kept by politicians and some were able to
use them 1n thesr memorrs For a long time thus tendency was
fought, but effective recognition that no document could be
regarded as permanently confidential (except perhaps by the
police or secret services) came with the reduction of the wait-
g penod for normal access to scholars to a mere thurty
years The consequence can be seen in the comment made
to A J P Taylor by Richard Crossman, former Cabinet
mmnster ‘I’ve discovered, having read all the Cabinet papers
about the meetings T attended, that the documents often bear
wirtually no relation to what actually happened I know now
that the Cabmnet Minutes are wrntten by Burke Trend
(secretary to the Cabnet}, not to say what did happen i the
Cabtnet, but what the Cavil Service wishes 1t to be believed
happened, so that a clear directive can be gven’ In the
decades before the First World War, however, such tamper-
g was only beginming Equally smportant was the fact
that this was the golden era of the personal letter When
dealing wath the post-First World War period, Taylor him

sclf has argued for the use of ‘non hterary sources The
more evidence we have, the more questioning we often be-
come Now we hay e recording instruments for both sight and
sound * But he saw such needs in contrast to an earhier period

The seventy years covered by this book are an 1deal field for the
diplomauc histonan  Full records were kept, without thought
that they would ever be published, except for the occasional dis
Ppatch which a Brtish statesman composed “for the Blue Book’ 1t
was the great age of wnting Even close colleagues wrote to each
other, sometimes two or three tmes a day Brsmarck did all hus
thinking on Paper, and he wasnot alone Only Napoleon IIT kept
Bus secrets to humself and thwarted posterity Now the telephone
and the personal meeting leav e gaps in our knowledge which can
never be filled While diplomacy has become more formal, the
real process of decision escapes us 8

Welave armed, 1n short, at the age of the telephone and
10 tape recorder a change 1in methods of communication
Whuch walt in tume bning about as important an alteration to
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the character of history as the manuscript, the printing press,
and the archive have in the past.

It looks, too, as if it may be a swifter change. The techno-
logical basis has certainly evolved with great rapidity. The
first recording machine, the phonograph, was invented in
1877, and the steel wire recorder just before 1g00. By the
1930s a considerably improved version was good enough for
use in broadcasting. A decade later magnetic tape was
available and the first tape recorders of the reel-to-reel type
sold on the market. The much cheaper cassette recorders
came in the early 1960s. Today it is practicable for any
historian to consider using a recorder in collecting evidence.
This transformation of technology provides one reason why
the modern oral history movement has its origins in most
countries in substantially and quite often nationally funded
enterprises, yet has more recently been growing equally fast
as 2 form of diffused local and popular history. .

Let us turn then to the pattern of the revival, bearing in
mind the constraints imposed by resources. Where has
oral history grown most strongly ? How have the intellectual
contributions to the reviving use of oral evidence, and the
patterns of sponsorship, varied from place to place? We can
start most conveniently with North America, which has seen
the most explosive growth of all.

The antecedents of the movement there go back many
years. H. H. Bancroft’s interviewing of the 1860s was suc-
ceeded by other intermittent work on the frontier settlements;
and the American Folklore Society dates back to 1888. In
the 1920s came the great break forward of American urban
sociology from its English-influenced origins to the Chicago
studies of the 1g20s, like Harvey Zorbaugh’s Gold Coast and
Slum (1929), vibrant with direct observation and interpreta-
tion of city life, and centrally concerned with documenting
and explaining it. In these early years the Chicago s0C10-
logists were remarkably inventive in their methods, making
use of direct interviewing, participant observation, docu-
mentary research, mapping, and statistics. They developed
a special interest in the life history method. Thus W. 1.
Thomas and F. Znaniecki in their massive pioneering account
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government sponsorship to fight unemployment in the New
Deal: the Federal Writers’ Project of the 1930s. An astonish-
ing series of life-story interviews was collected right across
the country with former black slaves, workers, and home-
steaders, the richness of which is only now beginning to be
fully appreciated. Much of this material remained un-
published, but one contemporary selection, published in
North Carolina and edited by W. T. Couch under the title
These Are Our Lives (1939), shows a remarkable understanding
of the radical potential of oral history. Sociology, Couch
argued, had been ‘content in the main to treat human
beings as abstractions’, or when case histories were used, to
dissect them as ‘segments of experience’ in the analysis ?f
particular problems such as social maladjustment. But it
would be possible, ‘through life histories selected to represent
the different types present among the people’—in appro-
priate proportions—to portray an entire community. His
own collection of life histories was intended to represent for
their region ‘a fair picture of the structure and working of
society. So far as I know, this method of portraying the
quality of life of a people, of revealing the real workings of
institutions, customs, habits, has never before been used for
the people of any region or country,’28 i
Despite such anticipations, it was from another direction
that the key step in the modern movement came: political
history. ‘Oral history’, the (American) Oral History Associa-
tion declares, ‘was established in 1948 as a modern tcchmq'ue
for historical documentation when Columbia University
historian Allan Nevins began recording the memoirs of
persons significant in American life’. The Columbia ap-
proach, the privately financed ‘great man’ recording project,
proved immensely attractive to both national foundations
and local fund-givers, and especially to retiring politicians.
Indeed, for at least two decades it was ‘oral history’ in
America—and only very recently has the method been
vigorously revived for Indian history, black history, and
folklore, and extended into new fields like women’s history.
The North American scene is now one of both variety and
vitality, especially if one includes the lively Canadian Oral
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History Association formed in 1974 and the impressive
national programme in Mexico. The Oral History Associa-
tion itself has over a thousand members and its 1971 direc-
tory listed 230 current projects. In the three countries
together there are probably 100,000 recorded hours of
interviews collected, and over a million pages of transcript.
These figures reflect the sheer resources which have made
such a scale of field-work possible.

The second great concentration is in north-west Europe.
There is considerable activity elsewhere, too: in South
America, mainly under North American influence; in
Australia, where it has brought local and labour historians
together with anthropologists of the Aboriginal peoples; in
Africa and in Tsracl, where Furopean and American
influences have combined in different ways with resurgent
nalifmal.ism. For Israel, after the systematic destruction of
ngnsh communities under Fascism, oral evidence became a
vital part of a national and cultural struggle for survival.
Within Europe there are parallels, more remotely in the
Iink between nineteenth-century nationalism and folklore
callecting, but also directly. In Ttaly, one of the twin con-
cems of contemporary oral history has been in local studies
of the anti-Fascist wartime Partisans (the other being the
subsequent change in working-class consciousness during the
years of the post-War economic boom). And in Holland,
stnce ’95?, oral history has been based on a well-organized
co-operation  between contemporary political historians,
thcllntcmaﬁonal Institute for Social History, and Dutch
radio; and documenting Fascism has also been a principal
"bJCCL' Conversely, the late start of an oral history move-
ment in Germany is partly explained by the impact of
Nazism, in discrediting the folklore movement by espousing
it, and at the same time destroying the germs of a more
fruitful approach to survey research which by the early
;9305 had been shown in a study like Marienthal. It is much
‘;ﬁ clear why France, with the example not only of Michelet

ut of the sociological school of Durkheim {which drew
together anthropological and folklore material) to build
upon, has so far shown only a little activity in oral history.
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It is in Scandinavia, and in the British Isles, that the most
strongly established European developments can be found.
In Scandinavia the roots lie in the systematic folklore
collecting of the nineteenth century. The first archives for
direct field-work were set up in Finland as carly as the 1830s.
The Finnish example was followed especially in Sweden.
Students at the University of Uppsala formed dialect
socictics in the 1870s to collect provincial words and expres-
sions which they fcared were threatened with extinction.
Already by the 18gos this collecting had been systematized
into a national questionnaire interview survey, answered ina
thousand different locations over the whole country, and by
1914 the Institute for Dialect and Folklore Research was
founded with financial support from the Swedish Parliament.
The scope of its collecting gradually widened into a national
study of rural society, culture, and economy. And from 1935
the Institute made regular use of recording machines in its
field-work—almost certainly the first organization to do 50
for the purposes of historical research.

This Swedish example proved of particular importance in
the development of oral history in Britain. Here again a
strong interest had developed in folklore, mainly on an
amateur basis. But in Ireland and Wales, and to a lesser
extent in Scotland, this was reinforced through association
with nationalist movements. The Irish government began to
assist collecting in 1930, and in 1935 set up the Irish Folklore
Institute. From the start this had direct links with Swedish
scholars and also made use of recording machines, In Wales,
the main centre became the Welsh Folk Museum at St.
Fagans; in Scotland systematic collecting was led from the
Edinburgh University School of Scottish Studies, whose
archive was started in 1951, originally with a Gaelic and
literary focus but before long also drawing in social and
English language material. Lastly, in England the maj?r
comparable enterprises are the Dialect Survey begun In
about 1950 from Leeds University and the subsequent
Survey of Language and Folklore from Sheffield.

The renewal of contact with scholars working in separate
but related disciplines was for British historians to be one of
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the most nteresting consequences of the new oral history
mosement It was anticipated 1n the rapprochement between
anthropologists and historians of Africa From the 19505, led
by the Belgian scholar Jan Vansina, and John Fage and
Roland Oler from Britain, historians had begun to collect
ther own oral material in the field, alongside anthro-
pologists, exchanging expenence of methods and interpreta-
ton with them Centres for thus kind of academuc study
developed 1n London and America, and also wathin Africa
None of this, however, made much conscious impact on
the academuc hustonians of England itself before the late
1g60s Their eventual awakening to the potential of oral
tustory came from three sides Furst, through their own radio
activities some hustorians became aware of the remarkable
resources of the BB G Sound Archuves, which had heen
founded m the 1g30s 22 Secondly, there was the popular
success of Ronald Blythe’s Akenfield Portrait of an Englsh
Vallage (1969), a blend of literature, story, and sociology
based on tape recordings from Suffolk country people
Thurdly, there was the convergence of sociology and history
Brtish sociology expanded rapidly i the 1960s and at the
same time showed an increasing concern with a historical
dimension 1n social analysis It 1s no acadent that one of the
most sigmificant recent books using oral evidence 1s a husto-
neal study of the relationshup between religion, economcs,
and class consciousness by a sociologist—Robert Moore’s
Put men, Preachers and Polttrcs (1 974) Thea Vigne and Istarted
our own national interview survey of family hfe, work, and
commumty before 1918 from the sociology department of
Essex Um\:mty i 1968 We drew on the sociological
expenence of colleagues such as Peter Townsend and Dennts
Marsden whase work was derved from the classic tradition
of Rowntree, Booth, and the Webbs We were gven the
financial support of the newly established Social Secience
Research Counal
. Since then oral history has grown fast in Brtain The Oral
b story Society was formed 1973, and within four years
1d some 400 members It drew on each of these devcloping
strands, and others too The larger new projects tended to be
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in social history, funded by the government Research Council
and owing something to sociological influence. But others
were started in colonial and military history. There was alo
renewed activity in those branches of history which, for
different reasons, had retained at least a minority tradition
of oral field-work: recent political history, labour history,
and local history.

In recent political history the change has been least
obvious, because although often not cited, there has been
continuous use of the interview as a method of exploration,
discovering documents, and checking interpretation. A
modern political biographer would always seek to leam
from conversation with a subject, just as, for example, John
Morley did from the ageing Gladstone. But the advent of
the tape recorder provided for some biographers a more
systematic method of collecting interview evidence.

With labour history the line of development from the
Webbs is clearer. There is now a great deal of activity in this
field, including substantial projects; the Society for the
Study of Labour History has come to publish oral hlstO}'y
material in its Bulletin, and listen to tape extracts at 1ts
meetings; and oral evidence has from the start been one of
the distinctive marks of the History Workshop movement,
which began out of working-class labour and social history
at Ruskin College, Oxford, and has widened its range 0
address itself, in its journal’s words, ‘to the fundamental
elements of social life—work and material culture, class
relations and politics, sex divisions and marriage, familys
school, and home’.

Lastly, there has been a great growth in local history.
Some of it is urban; but more is rural, where the method has
deepex: roots. Gough has been mentioned as one type; folklore
collecting provided another ; and a remarkable example was
also set by the Women’s Institute histories from the 19205
These were village surveys, based partly on the example of
the Scottish Statistical Accounts, but equally—through the
influence of C. V. Butler—on Rowntree’s social surveys. Joan
V'Vake’s How to Compile a history and present day record of villoge
life (1925) was written for the women’s institute surveys, and
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gwes excellent advice both on documentary research and
tthe use of interviews to collect 1nformation from old people
on farming methods, tenancies, wages, trades and industry,
: transport, emugrants, schools, clubs, friendly societies, trade
unous, health, food, rehigion, and crime, old stones folklore,
songs, and games, and personal remuniscences ‘Why not
fave “remmscence parties’—when each m tum would
recall and relate hus or ber expertences, while someone tock
' them down 1n shorthand ®* she suggested After the Second
World War Women’s Institutes or Old Peaple’s Welfare
Councsls 1n many counties sponsored ess1y competitions 1n
the same spint, although without the focus of the wnter-war
village surveys, extracts have been publshed as Pat Barr's 7
Remember {1970) as well as 1n local booklets It 1s partly from
ths strong tradition of local hstory, as well as from his
understanding of folklore and of work expenence, that the
work of George Ewart Evans springs, especially in hus first
book, Ask the Fellows who Cut the Hay (1956) In 1ts title and
satroduction this village study m fact constitutes the first
appeal for the present English oral hustory movement
Oral history has grown where there was a surviving
tradstion of field work withun hustory stself, as with politrcal
hustory, Jabour, and local hustory, or where hustonans have
been brought inte contact wath other field work discsplines
such 23 sociology, anthropology, or dialect and folklore
restarch Its geographical distnbution abo reflects the
avalability of money for field work hence the high concen-
tration n North Amenica and northwest Europe For the
fame reason government sponsorship, espectally of folklore
colfaction, but also through unemployment schemes, sadio
archives, and socal scence research councils, have been key
wfluences i most countnes In the Unsted States some major
§overnment projects emst, but they chiefly concern the
mulitary forces and the expenence of war As a result,
powate funding has been @ , with an emphasis on the
fecording of yust those people who are most hkely to leave
vnlten records, the national and local élites There are
gcn oral hustory projects on the fund gpving foundations
tmselves Thus the patterns of sponsarshsp—and, 1t ¢o
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be argued, the political assumptions which lie behind them
—have also been key factors in shaping different national
developments.

There is, however, one more factor: the nature of opposi
tion. The system of private funding in America has had, in
this respect, the happy consequence of allowing oral historians
to go their own way, loosely attached to local universities,
colleges, and libraries; although less fortunately it has led
to the typical American oral historian being primarily an
archivist and collector rather than a historian as such. In
Britain, by contrast, a sharper struggle for resources and
recognition was inevitable. With the economic recession and
public spending cuts of the mid-1970s, any new claimant fo
scarce public funds was bound to meet opposition. Even the
Social Science Research Council from cautious support h‘ad
by 1976 switched to an openly hostile policy of ‘confai®
ment’:

In one field—oral history—noted in the Committee’s Jast repor
for its rapid growth, we have followed a policy of contammen(;
The Committee is currently unwilling to invest further fund
until the outcome of projects already supported can be assessca;
There are methodological difficulties surrounding the field,
well as uncertainties about suitable depositories for t%)es an
transcriptions, and for an agreed form of final product.

If this opposition proves successful for long, the main damagt
will be to professional historians themselves. Oral hlSt'OZ
will be developed principally by sociologists, anthrOPOIOg‘; '
and folklorists within educational institutions, and by aS);
historians in the community. Professional historians will mlct
the stimulation of inter-disciplinary work, and of contaa
with their own basic constituency; and they will allow ords
history to evolve in ways which disregard their own ne"'o
and standards. For example, the present inadequacy,
archival facilities, and the consequent destruction of a g
proportion of the oral evidence which is actually belng
collected, is likely to continue until the historical mee§smn
accepts that oral records are of as much value as written
documentation.
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have of course always recognized this: like the Annales school
in France, or in Britain K. H. Connell, who in his influential
discussion of the post-famine demographic transformation of
the Irish family used oral tradition collected by the Irish
Folklore Commission as one key source of evidence. There
has meanwhile been a reaction within sociology itself against
a predominantly statistical methodology in survey analysis,
and a move towards less rigidly structured interviewing in
the field which has brought sociology closer to oral history.
Thus the more extravagant hopes of the neo-positivist
statistical school look increasingly dated. One can see more
clearly how far Michael Anderson’s analysis of Family
Structure in Ninefeenth Century Lancashire is distorted by sticking
to a rigid economistic model of the family which allows, for a
half-Catholic town in the decade of Chartist unrest, neither
political, nor religious, nor psychological factors to be con-
sidered. And the daring acrobatics of an economic historian
like R. W. Fogel, who will construct data when he cannot
find it, and aspire to re-evaluate the entire experience of
slavery with sets of tables, now seemsorties which reveal more
of the pitfalls of the method than its strengths. It is difficult
to believe that economic history and demography, which
through their closeness to the social sciences are naturally
more familiar with the interviewing method than most
branches of history, and have indeed already produced some
notable supporters of oral history, will remain long-term
obstacles to its advance.

The professional old guard looks at first sight more formid-
able. A. J. P. Taylor, for example, despite his awarencss of
the receding value of the written document, maintains his
resistance to the interview method. ‘In this matter I am an
almost total sceptic . . . Old men drooling about their youth
—No.’32 And if the old-style documentary historian is likely
to find history increasingly difficult to reconstruct from the
twentieth century onwards, he has only to stay on the firmer
earlier ground to which he is alrcady well fastened. But the
situation is in practice less fixed than it looks. The traditional
historian, partly because he is suspicious of theorics and
prefers to construct his interpretation from individual picces
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of evidence gathered wherever he can locate them, 15 at
heart an eclectic If he 1s suspicious of oral evidence, 1t 1s
chiefly just because until very recently 1t was, to an extent
which now seems dufficult to recall, either lndden or un-
recogmzed by him Arthur Marwich an fus The Nature of
History, published only 1 1g7o, includes a very cathohc
iscussion of historcal sources i s chapter on ‘The
Hustonan at Work’, ranging from the accepted herarchy of
pnimary and secondary written sources to statistics, maps,
buildings, landscape, 1maginatine Literature, art, customs,
and ‘the folkways of the period’ He even argues that ‘a
history based exclusively on non-documentary sources, as
say the history of an Affican ¢ y, may be a sketchier,
less satisfactory hustory than one drawn from documents, but
1t 18 hustory alf the same’ 33 Yet he includes no reference
whatever to oral evidence as such It seems unlikely that a
similar passage today would not discuss both the mterview
method and oral tradition The awareness of these potential
sources 13 now widespread, and awareness itself brngs a
degree of acceptance In addition, oral hustory projects have
created a number of archives, which are bemg used by
research students and cited m their theses, frequently with
the encouragement of their supernisors For this new genera-
tion then, oral evidence 13 agnin counted among acceptable
sources And if st can be aited 1n theses, can there be, 1n
pnn;xplc, any objection to 1ts collection in direct field-
work?

The fact 15 that the opposition to oral ewdence 15 as much
founded on feeling 2s on principle The older generation of
historsans who hald the chaws and the purse-stangs are
wstinctin ely apprehensive about the advent of a new method
Ttamplies that they no longer command all the techmques of
therr profession Hence the disparaging comments about
young men tramping the streets with tape recorders, and the
Erasping of straws to justfy thesr scepiosm . nsually 2 vemuni
scence (1t should be noted) about the inaccuracy of either
their own or some other person’s memory Beyond this there
s—and not only among older scholars—a fear of the social
&xpenence of mnterviewing, of the need to come out
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closet and talk with ordinary people. But time will temper all
these feelings: the old will be succeeded; and a widening
number will themselves know the positive social and intel-
lectual experience of oral history.

The discovery of ‘oral history’ by historians which is now
under way is, then, unlikely to be obscured. And it is not
only a discovery but a recovery. It gives history a future no
longer tied to the cultural significance of the paper docu-
ment. It also gives back to historians the oldest skill of their
own craft.



3
The Achievement of Oral History

How do we measure the achievement of oral lustory?
Agamst a rolt call of 1ts long past Herodotus, Bede, Claren-
don, Scott, Michelet, Mayhew  ? Or 1ts present ambitions
and diversity? It 15 not possible to mark any clear boundary
around the work of a movement which bnings together so
many different kinds of spectalsts The method of oral
history 13 also used by many scholars, especrally sociologsts
and anthropologists, who do not think of themselves as oral
hustonans The same 15 true of journalists Yet all may be
wnting history, and they are certunly providing for 1t
And for ddfferent reasons professional Iustorians are also
unlikely to conceve of their work as ‘oral history’ Quite
properly, their focus 1s on a chosen hustorical problem rather
than the methods used 1n solving 1t, and will normally choose
to use oral evidence along with other sources, rather than
alone The term ‘oral hustory’ 1 1tself a contnbution to thus
confusion

« + 1t mphes a muleading analogy with already differentiated
aspects of hstory. , agncultural, medsea), Jegal, and so
on Whereas oral hustory can never be a ‘compartment’ of hustory
1n s own nght, 1t 1s a techmque that could co bly be used
1 any branch of the discipline. The title also suggests—indeed
mvites—another having off when 1n fact 3t 13 clear to anyone who
has taken oral evidence i the field over any length of time that
commbing oral sources 15 an actavaty that pomnts to the connected-

:‘? G{aﬂ aspects of history and not to therr divinons from each
e

1 the full potental of oral tistory 1s realized, 1t wall xesult
not 3o much in a speafic List of titles to be found n
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section of historical bibliographies, as in an underlying change
in the way in which history is written and learnt, in its
questions and its judgements, and in its texture. What fol-
lows is a discussion of simply one dimension of oral history—
the impact of new oral evidence in existing fields of historical
study—and the examples cited are deliberately limited to
modern works. Even so, it is difficult to make any satis-
factory balanced choice between, on the one hand, the
considerable number of often brief articles, especially on
research in progress, which are known through direct pub-
lication in journals and bibliographies of the formal oral
history movement, and on the other, the infinite but often
substantial publications in sociology, anthropology, folklore,
contemporary history, politics, and biography which lie to
its fringes. A full survey of each field in turn would indeed
be impossibly lengthy, and this will be simply an illustrative
discussion.

Let us begin with economic history. Oral evidence here
has two rather different influences, first as a corrective and
supplement to existing sources, and secondly in opening up
new problems for consideration. For some aspects of eco-
nomic history, such as government policy, foreign trade, or
banking and insurance, the existing documentation is abun-
dant even if sometimes narrow in focus. But this is far less
so of industry itself. Some of the major aggregate statistical
indices, for example of real wages, of hours, and of produc-
tivity, are compilations resting to a quite considerable extent
on either inadequate documentation or on absolute guess-
work despite the confidence with which they are normally
presented. This can be illustrated by the case of mining.
Christopher Storm-Clark has shown how existing document-
ary records are both insufficient and misleading. The mining
industry before the late nineteenth century consisted chiefly
of small, shallow, and often short-lived local pits; yet the
evidence which survives is not merely scarce and fragment-
ary, but heavily biased towards the atypical large-scale

capita’ ive pits and {hei- associated scttlements. The
1 and consr - -estruction of their records
0 cd onwards, the unwilling-
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ness of owners to allow their examination, and the subse-
quently sumilar fears of the Nauional Coal Board, have
wmproved nesther their availabihity nor their informative
content For his own research, Storm Clark has therefore
used interviewing partly to collect basic information about
the technology and work orgamzation of the type of pit
whose records are mussing Interviews also supply much fuller
evidence of the processes of recrmtment into the pits and
migration into mumng distriets than any colliery records
Perhaps most striking, however, has been their value in
elucidating and correcting the very information which, at
least for certain pits, Colliery Wage Books do supply on
working hours and wages Interviews indicate that for the
indvadual miner hours remained very flexible, while the
system of priecework payments divided between workgroups
of mners was so complex and vanable that the concept of
a wage rate for the period before 1914 1s ‘almost entirely
meaningless’ 2

The same kinds of arguments for the value of oral ew1-
dence 1n relation to documents apply to other industres
Gould Colman has shown how mterviews can throw a
wholly different hight on the functioning of marketing ar-
rangements 1 the New York mulk industry of the 1930s,
and hence the roles of the Dairymen’s League and the
smaller producers in the New Deal struggles Allan Nevins®
massive social and industrial biography of Henry Ford, lus
company and the automobile industry, shows how oral
evidence can bring out more clearly than documents the
working methods of 2 great innovator But 3t 1s equally
mmportant to understand, 1 contrast to the big success
stary, the small firm hie a country town sron foundry which
did rot grow 1nto 1 great company , and, a step further back,
the rural crafismen—wheelwnghts, smuths, thatchers, and
s0 on—for whom written documentation 1s sull sparser, but
for whom now exists abundant literature drawing consid-
crably on oral sources Agamn, 1t 13 often only oral evidence
which allows adequate study of a transient cconomic activaty
which may be a vital part of the wider picture Thus there
are virtually no wntten records of iinerant trades—hawlang,
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credit-drapery, market-trading, and so on—and even for
the highly organized brewing industry, there is only the
barest documentation of the regular organized seasonal
migration of farm labourers from East Anglia to Burton-on
Trent. And in the case of fishing we have an entire industry
dominated by small firms and seasonal labour, whose history
could be effectively written in no other way.

The most sustained oral history work, of critical signifi-
cance for economic history, has, however, concerned agri-
culture. Here again accounts, wage books, and diaries can
normally only be found for the larger, and more techno-
logically advanced farms. The very existence of such records
denotes an unusual degree of efficiency. Even where records
exist, the information provided on, for example, wage rates
or work techniques is normally inadequate, and frequently
either incomprehensible or misleading. To secure any re-
liable indication of the normal labour patterns or the vari-
ations in technological level within a particular district, oral
evidence is essential. The collecting of such source material
has been most systematically carried out in Wales and
Scotland, but as sociology, anthropology, or folklore rather
than as economic history. More recently there has been
distinguished work by David Jenkins and by Eric Cregeen
on the social economy of these regions. But the demonstration
of the relevance of oral field-work to agricultural economic
history was led by George Ewart Evans, in his studies of
East Anglian agriculture, The Horse in the Furrow, The Farm
and the Village, and especially Where Beards Wag All: its
methods, from the large steam-powered farm to the small-
holding; cattle and corn economies; dealers, farmers, and
farm labourers.

Less well developed, but hinted at in these studies of
farmers and other rural businessmen, and in From Mouths of
Men of a Yorkshire wool manufacturer, is another form in
which oral evidence is beginning to contribute to economic
history: the study of the entrepreneur. Although there is
abundant autobiographical material on the upper- and
middle-class intelligentsia, such information on the manu-
facturing and business classes is extraordinarily sparse.
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Without 1t, questions such as the role of the famly firm and
the socialization and attitudes of entrepreneurs 1n British
cconoruc dechine cannot be answered The major research
study 1n this area has been that of Thea Vigne

There 1s also a potential link between economuc history
and the history of technological and scientific discovery, al-
though at present those oral hustory studies which do exist
1n the history of scaence are more concerned with ats socially
presgious forms There are projects m the hustory of medi-
ane and psychiatry And Dawd Edge has provided in s
Astronomy Transformed The Emergence of Radio Astronomy n
Bntan, a penetrating analyss of the post war growth of the
most spectacular, expensive, and perhaps least socially rele-
vant ‘big science’, radio astronomy Partly through hus own
previous experience 1n the same science, he understood that
the pauaity of records left by scientists was no acadent, they
did not regard therr own carlier gropmngs and mustakes as
relevant to the hustory of saience, which they believed pro-
ceeded 1n a rational sequence of discovenes Through inter-
wiew evidence he has been able to show that the true picture
1s very different a story of dead ends, of musunderstandings,
and of discovenes by acaident, within a socal settng of
acute nvalnes, partly handled by group specializanon, but
sometimes leading to the deliberate concealment of infor-
mation This constitutes therefore an important contnbution
to the histoncal study of saaentific method, in which the
taentist hamself, from cool, rational super man becomes a
more human and more poliical animal

The hustory of science 1s of course but one branch of intel-
lectual tustory A particularly interesting area 35 the history
of religion, for oral sources can here be used to distinguish
the belies and practices of ordinary adherents from those
of therr leaders How far, for example, has rehgion shaped
the values of the Jower middle-class white-collar worker?
It 15 possible also to the * religion’, super-
sutions, and nituals at birth, or marnage and death of the
non religious—by their nature areas mostly out of the reach
of recent anstitutional religious documentation And since
the relationship between cconomic deselopm
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religious ideologies of entrepreneurs and their workforces
has long been a key subject of historical debate, this provides
another point where oral evidence can continue economic
history. A re-evaluation of the arguments of Weber, Halévy,
and E. P. Thompson on this issue is the focus of Robert
Moore’s Pit-men, Preachers and Politics. This study of a Durham
mining valley shows the role which Primitive Methodism,
with its emphasis on individual self-improvement, backed
by the paternalism of local pit-owners, played in inhibing
the growth of militant class-consciousness among the miners,
until its influence, along with the paternalism of the owners,
collapsed in the face of the twentieth-century economic
crisis of the industry. The account of religion, including the
identification of those who were local adherents but not
members of the chapels, depends heavily on oral evidence,
and the combination of a painstaking local reconstruction
with a general theoretical argument makes this book a signifi-
cant landmark.

It also brings us to an area contingent on economic history,
but especially significant for oral history in its own right—
that of labour history. The range of work here has already
been sufficient to justify a separate bibliographical essay,
and runs from local booklets, and articles in journals such
as the Bulletin of the Society for the Study of Labour History or
Radical America, to substantial books, and archive collections
on the scale of the South Wales Miners’ Library. The con-
tribution of oral evidence can be seen in several different
forms. The simplest is biographical. Even labour leaders do
not normally leave substantial private records, so that oral
evidence has proved of regular value in an undertaking such
as John Saville and Joyce Bellamy’s Dictionary of Labour
Biography, as well as in individual studies. But it has also
transformed the character of labour autobiography. With
rare exceptions—like Fred Kitchen’s Brother to the Ox (1940)
and Margaret Llewelyn Davies’s Life as We Have Known I,
by Co-operative Working Women (1931)—the typical labour auto-
biography was until quite recently written by a trade union
secretary or parliamentarian about his public life, at best
prefaced by a few brief pages on his childhood and first job.
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Owng to the recording work of oral historians, and also the
mfluence of the radio, we now have hfe stores from a much
wader range of authors from Jocal as well as national leaders,
from the ordinary rank and file, and also from non unonized
workers, from women a3 well as from men, from labourers,
domestic servants, sweated and casual workers, as well as
from mners and fabour anstocrats Equally important, the
content and Janguage have shifted from the public Iife to
the ordinary expernience of work and family A more intimate
and anecdotal type of autobiography has emerged, leaving
s mark on the published hfe story Its mfluence can be
clearly seen 1n the extracts from recent manusenpt auto-
blographlcs mcluded by John Burnett 1n hus fine collection,
Usefll Torl A very conmderable number of simiar oral
autobiographies are now available 1 record offices and
archneg Only a small selection have so far been published,
esther as smalf local booklets, or as collections hike Alice and
Staughton Lynd's Rank and File Personal Historses by Working
Class Orgamsers from America, or the People’s Autobiography
of Hackney's 1¥orking Lives, 1905-45 There are also a grow-
ing number of remarkable printed autobiographies of the
new kind, which started as oral recollections, ke Arthur
Randell's Fenland Ral , Angus Maclellan’s The Furrow
Betind Me, and Margaret Powell’s Below Starrs

Oral evndence can also be used to amplify information on
speafic events 1n labour history, such as the evolution of an
orgamzation, or the course of a strihe An exceptional ex-
ample 1o which we shall return 1s Peter Friediander’s study
of The Emergence of @ UAV Local 1936-1939~the untonization
of a Detront car factory—which he built up almost entirely
from a very searching form of interview More generally, the
adv'.\nmgc ganed has been both in the spread of informants
and the broaderung of information to cover more of ordinary
Expenence and to most Iabour histonansat wiil matter more

OW 1t 13 used than whether st comes 1n wniting or on a re-
cording This may be seen by companng the rather direction-
less memones of andustnal disputes in R Lecson’s Strike,
a five Rustory, 1887-1971 with the more purposcful wntten
remunuscences which conclude Jeffrey Shelley's The 4
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Strike. But better still are the essays in the same volume by
Peter Wyncoll and Hywel Francis, and Anthony Mason’s
book on The General Strile in the North-Fast, which construct
an account from a combination of oral and written evidence.
A scrics of strikes can be analysed in the same way, like the
harvest strikes of Norfolk farmworkers. Another approach
is that of the urgent salvage operation to rescue material,
often immediately in the wake of a dispute like the Upper
Clyde Shipbuilders’ work-in, or A. Lane and K. Roberts’
report on the Strike at Pilkington’s. Both approaches can
be of different value, but there are two particular strengths
in oral evidence of this kind. First, it can get beyond the
formalitics and heroics of contending leaderships, as rep-
resented in newspapers and records, to the more hum-
drum, confused reality and different standpoints within the
rank and file, including that of the blacklegs. Sidney Pollard
and Robert Turner’s analysis of a profit-sharing Yorkshire
woollen manufacturer’s workforce and its attitudes handles
a subject which would have otherwise proved impenetrable.
And some of the most interesting work has been carried out
on the workers who were uncmployed : both of their organiz-
ations, and their experience of life out of work—the long,
fruitless scarch for a job, the pinching of food, the humilation
of welfare—an cxperience depressingly similar whether in
North America, Australia, or Britain. The widest collections
of such evidence are in Studs Terkel’s Hard Times and Barry
Broadfoot’s Ten Lost Years; but a richer, more reflective
analysis, showing the use of the life-story at its best, is pro-
vided by Dennis Marsden and E. Duff’s contemporary study,
Workless.

A third form of oral labour history, which also runs parallel
to sociological research, is the community study, to which we
shall return later. The impact of oral history here can be
suggested by contrasting the earlier sociological classic,
Norman Dennis, F. Henriques, and C. Slaughter’s Coal is
our Life (1956), based on interviews, but largely dismissive
of the historical material which they collected, with the more
recently historical and sociological work of Storm-Clark and
Moore, in which the retrospective reconstruction of class
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relationships and sense of commumty has been a major
concern The method has also allowed the extension of his-
torical community study to much more sparsely documented
occupations, such as the casual labourers, carters, quarrymen,
and laundrywomen of Raphael 8amuel’s ‘Quarry Roughs’

Finally, oral evidence has a special value to the labour
tistonan concerned with the work process itself—not merely
its technology, which we have discussed earlier, but the ex-
pentence of work, and the social relationships which follow
from 1t The experience of work 15 the concern of Studs
Terkel s classic masterpiece, Working As wath all his books,
the effect 15 made not by explicit argument, but from
cumulative mterview extracts It 18 a thick book 6oo pages
i which 130 Amencans pour out their work stones, old and
young, real estate woman, priest, factory owner, 1ndustrial
spy, airhine stewardess, hair stylst, bar pranst, stnp mmner,
car welder, truck-dnver, policeman, garbage man, wash-
room attendant I know no other book which conveys so
vividly the feeling of so many different hinds of job  the n-
cessant, relentless tensions of the telephone receptiomst, the
loneliness of a top consultant struggling to survive an the
Jjungle of management, the steel mllworker who would Iike
the names of the workmen to be inseribed on what they make
(‘Somebody bunlt the pyramids  *) and short of thus leaves
here and there ‘a httle dent a mustake, mune my
signature on ‘em, too’ ¥ One constucts one’s own terpre-
tations, although Studs Terkel no doubt has a shrewd 1dea
of how they are likely to shape

Much more clearly articulated studies of ths type of labour
history have been produced 1n Italy and 1n Brtain Jtakan
socialist concern at the dechung mubitancy of industnal
workers duning the ‘economic muracle’ of the 1g60s led to a
search for a new und: ding of the rel hip between
forms of factory production and working-class~consciousness
through the direct feehngs of workers themselves This has
resulted on the one hand 1n historscal studies such as Liliana
Lanzardo’s Class Operaie ¢ Partity Communista alla Fiat
194568, and on the other 1n the collection and publication
of factory nterviews, songs, and poctry—by organizatons
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such as the Istituto Ernesto de Martiro and the Nuovo Can-
zoniere in Milan, and by autonomous workers’ groups.

There is also a growing number of studies of work ex-
perience and work organization in Britain. Two of the best
once again concern mining. David Douglass’s Pit life in
County Durham, based on a combination of documentary
research and his own and other’s experiences as miners,
argues how the particular method of choosing work-mates
and work-places in the Durham pits made for workers’ control
and rank and file militancy. George Ewart Evans sets out
the system of the anthracite district of the South Wales coal-
field, where the coal was near the surface, so that it was
relatively easy for a small man to start his own drift mine;
while its irregular geology gave special importance to the
miner’s skill. Owners and men lived and worked closely to-
gether. He then shows the impact of mechanization on the
whole local social system, not merely destroying the status
of the craftsmen, but also the close bond—sometimes pater-
nal, sometimes exploitative—with the boys who formerly
worked with them in their stalls, but now become a separate
group beyond the control of the older generation. We have
here an excellent example of how the exploration of a par-
ticular technical reorganization can illuminate its connec-
tions with other major processes of social change.

We have already touched, in considering the basis of
changing class-relationships, upon a key aspect of political
history; and the biography of labour leaders can be taken
as another. But oral sources have a2 much more general rele-
vance to political history. There is a strong case for their
more extensive use in the historical study of the political
attitudes of the unorganized, quiescent majority of the pop-
ulation. Neglect of this has meant that we still have only the
sketchiest understanding of working-class Conservatism in
Britain, despite its key role in political history. Similarly,
oral evidence can provide much missing information on the
attitudes of the rank and file of the parties: their reading,
their social backgrounds and occupations, and so on. That
reconstructions of political organizations at the grass roots
level are possible, even where documentation is by definition
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madequate, can be shown from the studies of underground
political movements during the Second World War The
outstanding examples are the local studies of the Partisans
m north Ttaly, and the international research on Jewash re-
sistance under the Naz: regimes, which now centres on Yad
Washem 1n Jerusalem These enterprises have however been
responses to rare national disasters, which have transformed
the whole meaning of political luistory Oral sources have
more commonly been used for two much more lLimted
purposes

TFurst, there are studies of very recent pohitical events which
cannot posuibly be satisfactorily analysed through witten
records This has been a typical mode of American oral
hustory, as, for example, Wilham Manchester’s The Death
of a Presdent, which drew on over 250 interviews, or W H
Van Vons's Violence 1n Ulster  an Oral Documentary Even
where such worls are simply high-quality journalism, they
provided wital material for future Mistorsans Secondly,
these 15 biography Here agam the most stuking instances
are Amencan, such as T Harry Wilhams's Hugy Long,
which uses nearly 300 interviews But the method, if less
publicized, 13 also normally used by Brtish political bios
graphers charactenstically, in an informal and exploratory
faishion Martin Gilbert’s volumes on Churchill provide an
excelfent recent nstance of the fruuts of this approach And
on oceasion, a British political biographer finds the need to
g further 1n the use of oral sources Bernard Donoughue
and George Jones mterviewed over 300 people for ther
Herbert Momnson  Portrait of a Pohitieran “We were forced from
the beginming to resort to nterviews because of the lach of
certain other documentary sources Mormson humself left
very few papers, having burned the majonity of them when
moving house late an his Ife The official papers for the
1945~51 govenment, in which he played a domunant sole,
are also not available hecause of the thirty-year rule * Tum-
ing o interviews n some desperation ., we were rapidly
converted to appreciating their enormous value They proved
to be not just a stop-gap substitute for better sources, but a
quite distinetly valuable source in themselses* In particular,
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it proved possible to build up a much fuller range ‘of per-
spectives and insights to the man . . . his virtues and his vices,
and the extent to which the one was so often the reverse side
of the coin to the other’. An early political life, so often
skipped over by a biographer, could be reconstructed in
remarkable detail. And throughout his career, Morrison
could be revealed at work, as a Minister or in local govern-
ment, through ‘the various groups of people on whom he
made an impact: his political associates, his political oppo-
nents, the civil servants working with him, the people at the
grass roots who were supporting him or on the receiving end
of his policies’.4 The result, it can be added, is a biography
which is not merely unusually satisfying in itself, but has also
created significant new historical source material for the
future.

The concerns of political history extend beyond domestic
events and biographies—very obviously in the case of Britain,
which in the early twentieth century was an imperial power
controlling a quarter of the world’s surface and a colonial
population of some 400 million people. There are several
large-scale American and British projects collecting oral
evidence in the field of military history. Once again, they
are particularly important in illuminating ordinary experi-
ence, like ‘life on the lower deck’ of the navy, in the barrack-
room, or of the black soldier on the Second World War
battlefields. Similarly, they can provide otherwise unobtain-
able information on anti-war activities by conscicnti(?m
objectors, passive resistance, sabotage, or outright mutiny
within the forces. Parallel enterprises in colonial history
concern themselves with the civil adminstration. The Cam-
bridge South Asian Archive has focused on India, the Oxforfi
Colonial Records Project on Africa. The fascination of this
type of colonial social history has become widely knf)\.\'n
through Michael Mason’s radio programmes on the British
in India, and their printed sequel, Charles Allen’s Plain Tales
From the Raqj. Through them, as in no other way, onc may
enter the strange, caste- and class-ridden world of the 1im-
perial white élite: the messes and homes of the officers and
soldicrs of the Indian Army, the pilots of the Calcutta river,
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the ‘heavenborn’ of the Indian Civil Service, their brothels,
miustresses, and ‘Memsatub  the Wives and Daughters of the
Ray’

"I)'l'us 13 but one side of the story The other concerns the
people who were themselves colomzed Here, so far chiefly
for political hustory, but potentially equally for social hustory,
oral sources play a cructal role Documentation, although
certamly present, 15 much less prolific than that of societies
which became literate earher, while on the other hand an
evident abundance of oral source material sull remains It
has been systematically used by historians of Afnca since
the 19508, with an mcreasingly soplusticated methodology,
meluding the development of special techniques for the
establishing of chronologies of oral tradittons which quite
often reach back to the sixteenth century, and 1 some cases
stll further Although the method has normally been most
effectively used for the poliical hustory of relatvely strongly
orgamized Afncan kangdoms, particularly in the period pre-
ceding ther mineteenth century colomization, 1t has also
proved possible to reconstruct much more diffused local
political systems, such as those of Uganda, back into the
eighteenth century Notable recent examples of African
political lustory directly based on nterview field work
welude David Cohen’s The Historical Tradition of Busoga,
A D Roberts’s 4 History of Bemba, and Steven Feierman's
The Shambaa Kingdom It also has great potential for the
devclopment of African social history especially 1n combina-
ton with the direct hife story evidence of the more recent
Ppast, which has already been used for the pohtical history
of nationalist movements

For 1t 15 1n social hustory, to which we now tum, that the
relevance of oral evidence 15 most anescapable My own
The Ldcardians  the Remaking of Britush Soctety was ongnally
conceved ns an overall reassessment of the social hustory of
the peniod, rather than a fieldd-work venture But T fawly
soon discorered that although there was a wealth of printed
publications from the early twentieth century, including
humerous government papers, and some pioncenng socio~
logieal studies, much of what T wished to know was cither
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1s clearly not within the means of an individual scholar The
charactensic contribution of oral evidence has thus been
not the essay 1n general social hustory, but the monograph,
m vanious distmctive areas

The first 1s rural social lustory We have already seen how
the way here was led by George Ewart Evans His books are
sn thar special way unsurpassable  direct yet subtle nter-
twinings of agricultural and economic hustory with culbtural
and communuty studies, portraits of individuals, and stories
In one section he may explore the contrasting social structure
of an ‘open’ Suffolk willage hie Blaxhall of Ask the Fellows
Who Cut the Hay wath the paternalistic Helmngham of Where
Beards Wag Al In another, with the eye of an anthropolo-
gut, he will suggest the significance of some superstiion or
tale concerning amimals, or an odd dress custom hike the
‘breachung’ of hoys on leaving behund the long hair and pett
coats of infancy Perhaps best of all 15 tus feeling for the life
and the speech of the East Anghan farm labourer Now and
then he will pomnt to the very particular quality of 1ts syntax,
18 humour, s directness, and there is always the same care
shown 1n hus transenipts In all these ways he sets an exacting
standard for what has become one of the best known areas
for oral lustory Tt 15 perhaps hardly surpnsing that when
Ronald Blythe's dkenfield Portrart of an English Village made
an interational Interary success of Suffolk oral hstory, it
was with less careful scholarshup Despate sts title, Akenfield
consists of hfe stonies from several willages rather than a
portrait of a single community, while 1n detail not only the
language of the transcripts, but even its attachment to par-
tcufar informants, cannot be trusted The census of ‘work
1n the village’ also turns out to be an mvention Butifas a
model for sociology or hustory Akenfield has cut too many
corners, 1t has proved indisputably fulsn populanzung
8 new form of rural hterature, a cross between the mterview
documentary and thenovel Nor can there be any doubt that
oral evidence constitutes s real strength Thus although
the book apens with an 1y of cottages around the pansh
church, the hard reality of a willage labourer’s hfe at once
breals through wath the fisst section of recollecuons by the




8o THE VOICE OF THE PAST

older farm workers. It also becomes possible to see the com-
munity from conflicting standpoints, both of generation and
of class, as one hears in turn farm labourer and farmer, vicar
and gravedigger, Tory magistrate and Labour agent. Above
all, it succeeds through the immediacy with which the spoken
word confronts a reader with the presence of the people
themselves.

Alkenfield has therefore, despite particular—and avoidable
—defects, proved a stimulus to oral history for essentially
the right reasons. It has been followed by other community
studies, often pushing rural history well beyond the concerns
which were possible when only documentary evidence was
employed. Raphael Samuel’s fine study of Headington
Quarry concerns a squireless hamlet of migrant farm workers,
diggers, builders, pedlars, poachers, and washerwomen which
is largely undocumented just because it was so egalitarian
and ill-controlled, but, he argues, an essential and far from
uncommon element in the nineteenth-century rural social
economy. Oral evidence also allows a much fuller treatment
of women in rural history. Mary Chamberlain’s Fenwomen
is a village study, influenced by Akenfield, but drawn entirely
from the evidence of women, and again revealing an often
harsh reality in a community in which ‘men were the mas-
ters’: in family and school, courtship and childbirth, chapel
and village society, in service, whether in the kitchens, or
out weeding on the windswept black-earth fields. Here again,
the use of oral sources brings at once a new dimension to
history.

All these examples come from the southern and eastern
countryside of England: the region of arable farming and
hired labourers. The family farm regions of the north and
west attracted scholars concerned for oral evidence much
earlier: collectors of literature and folklore, especially in
Wales, Scotland, and Ireland, but also sociologists and
anthropologists. The result has been a series of outstanding
community studies from C. M. Arensberg and S. T. Kim-
ball’s Family and Community in Ireland (1940) onwards, all based
on oral field-work. Two of the most stimulating are W. M.
Williams’s successive books on The Sociology of an English
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The potential impact of oral evidence is equally strong
if we turn from rural to urban history. Here, however, it has
so far gencrally produced new source material, rather than
new forms of analysis. Perhaps the most obvious exception
is R. Hoggart’s classic study of the impact of magazines, films,
and the other mass media on the culture and moral relation-
ships of the working-class city community. T#e Uses of Literacy
draws heavily on Hoggart’s own recollections over forty
years of a childhood in northern England. It is more ex-
plicitly oral history—one chapter is headed ‘An Oral Tra-
dition: Resistance and Adaptation: A Formal Way of Life’—
in its attempt to examine working-class speech conventions
in rclation to social change. Hoggart’s influence here, how-
cver, through his emphasis on the limitations of working-
class speech, proved as much a handicap as a help, and still
has its ramifications in oral history. It has provided an ex-
planatory theme for Jeremy Scabrook’s depressing studies
of the prejudice and narrowness of the urban working classes,
The Unprivileged and City Close-Up. Both of these are partly
historical, the first an autobiographical family view from
Northampton, the more recent from the northern mill-town
of Blackburn; and if a useful counter to cosy romanticism,
they seem too much shaped by bitter comment and tenden-
tious interviewing by the author. Hoggart’s theme was also
taken up by educationists and the doctrine that working-
class speech was a crushing impediment to understanding
developed by Basil Bernstein from this basis. But more typical
of the urban history source material now being generated
through oral recording is the local community history.
Two of the best recent instances of community histories as
self-contained booklets are, however, American: Steveston
Recollected, an account of a Japanese-Canadian fishing town
on the fringe of Vancouver, published by the British Colum-
bian Provincial Archives, and the Boston Bicentenary Neigh-
borhood History Series, produced by a series of fifteen neigh-
bourhood committees across the city, which combined
library research with locating photographs and interviewing
residents. Both illustrate the characteristic value of oral
evidence in providing an urban history source from another
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standpoint for Steveston, that of an ethnic mnonty group
m the aity, for a Boston neighbourhood like T%e South End,
a record of how a commumty viewed 1ts own—eventually
successful—struggle to win a reprieve from wholesale slum
clearance and redevelopment There are vivid 1mages of the
detail of urban life—lodging houses, bars, prize fighters, and
drunks~and the key connecting threads of migration and
work

The nichness of this evidence, both for Bntishand American
aties, would now be disputed by few urban lustorians In-
deed, the great two-volume summa, Michael Wolff and H J
Dyos's The Victorian City, included a chapter of portrasts from
four Britsh cities drawn from my own interviews for The
Edwardians, sigmficantly captioned ‘Voices from Within’
But the step from allustration to analysis has proved more
difficult This1s partly because urban history hasconcentrated
on the big cities, and here the community study makes least
sense, because even when a neighbourhood can be 1dentified
with distinctive boundanes, 1ts people will almost imvanably
lock beyond 1t for work, services, and defimtions of ther
place i the aity’s social structure Because of this 1t might
be more convinaing to take a single street and follow the
movements of all its people inwards and outwards However,
two of the most convincing examples of urban oral history
do 1 fact set out to portray neighbourhoods The first 13
Robert Roberts's partly autobiographical portrait of a very
poor district mn Salford, Manchester, The Classic Shim  His
father was an engineening craftsman, and his mother ran
her own shop, so that perhaps the most revealing passages
are those n which he analyses the infimte gradations m local
working-class status and respectability as assessed across the
family’s own counter The second 15 Studs Terhel's classic
n the Chicago socologncal tradition, Dicision Street America

U3 was conceived around his own boyhood 1n Chicago’s
Near North Side, where his mother ran a rooming house
for single men But he found that hus search for ‘a cross-
Scction of urban thought’ could no longer be confined to a
sngle neghbourhood, and it grew into a hunt across the
entire aty ‘with the scattenng of the speaies, it had to bein
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the nature of guerrilla journalism’. His people talk about
both their past and the present; family, ambitions, work,
politics; and they are men and women of all ages: black and
white home-owners and home-makers from the window-
washer to the aristocrat; architects and ad-men, craftsmen,
the hot-dog man, the men’s mag girl; the Republican pre-
cinct captain cab-driver, bar landladies and the police; and
the migrants—Appalachians, the Puerto Rican nightwatch-
man, the Greek pastry shop-owner, Jesus Lopez the steelman
Division Street, vibrant with the class, racial, and cultural
variety of that struggling city, is undoubtedly one of the
masterpieces of oral history.

The great cities have drawn the attention, if only because
their social problems have been the most acute: but the
majority of people continue to live in the smaller towns.
Although much more manageable subjects for community
studies, sociologists and oral historians have so far taken little
interest in them. Margaret Stacey’s pioneering sociological
study of Tradition and Change: A study of Banbury (1960) still
stands almost alone, although there has been another study
on the same subject more recently. Some local small town
histories exist drawing on interview evidence, but until very
recently there were few of distinction. This alone makes
Melvyn Bragg’s oral history of Wigton in Cumbria, Speak
Jfor England, an important landmark. The social change
in this part agricultural and part industrial town, is set out
through the voices of a cross-section of its people: miners
and farmers, dog breeders and pigeon fanciers, councillors,
schoolteachers, housewives, and shopkeepers. There are
patchwork sections on particular periods: the Edwardian
days dominated by the Big House on the hill with its pea-
cocks; the young men who went to the First World War to
fight under colonels who called them ‘rubbish’ and returned
to the bewildered disillusionment and unemployment of the
twenties; the beginning of better times for many ordinary
people at the end of the thirties, and the subsequent post-
Second World War move towards much greater comfort,
security, and leisure. Another section focuses on Wigton’s
chief factory, from its first keen pioneers to a present in which



THE ACHIEVEMENT OF ORAL HISTORY 85

the labour orgamzer has become personnel manager, and
a distlusioned shop-floor worker can harangue the "rat-race’
P f

such characters as Dickie Lowther, semi-cippled ex-valet to
the anstocracy, griffon-breeder, Scoutmaster, and ritualbst
But m sigmificant contrast to the aity oral hustory, the tones
of Wigton are generally less spectacular The quiet push of
working class people towards unprovement which they docu-
ment 33 perhaps thus all the more significant for the urkn
lhustorian

Some of the most telling sections of Speak for England con-
cesn the socal history of cufture—rehigion, education, and
Jessure Thus 1s another area ra which the use of oral evidence
has already made a considesable impact We have referred
carkier to work on the social history of religion In the history
of education the major contribution has sa far been made by
sociologists, such as Bran Jackson and Denms Marsden 1n
theur elassic Edueation and the Working Class, based on hife-story
mtervews from therr own town of Huddersfield The lin-
gusstic oral studses related to education have also helped to
fill the gap until recently Jeft by dralect studies, which often
collect source matenal of considerable hustorscal value, but
have concentrated on rural commumtics More recently,
especaally 1n the United States, there has been a growmg
interest 1n urban language and oral modes As a result,
studies of urban folktales and folklore have been added to
the already numerous publications concerning rural super-
sutions, tales, and crafts OF these rural studies, a parti-
cularly compeling and smaginative blend of social hstory,
foldore, and anthropology 18 offered by George Ewart
Lvant and George Thomson’s Tas Leaping Hare An earher
clasne, agam very much an ats own, 15 Iona and Peter Opic’s
The Lore end Language of School Children, winch resealed an
astonushing hustoreal depth of oral tradstion surviving sn the
cortemporary school playground There 15, howcver, a more
Wtensnely developed academuc scholarship an the  * 7
folk song, 30 that the social hustonan 15 now

»
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only with studics of its gencral historical context, but also
accounts of particular genres and social and musical bio-
graphics of individual singers. At the same time, a powerful
casc has been made for the use of both traditional song and
its urban music hall secquel for the understanding of working-
class idcology as, for example, in attitudes to marriage, sex,
or class. There has also been a shift from the once over-
whelming prcoccupation with the ‘traditional’ clement in
working-class culture. Here sociologists have again been
influential through their studies of urban working-class
lcisure forms like, for example, the northern industrial bands
portrayed by Brian Jackson and Dennis Marsden in Working
Class Communily. Since such lcisure activitics rarcly leave
many rccords, they cannot be scriously examined without
oral cvidence. There have been recent oral history studies
of particular lcisurc forms such as jazz bands, kazoo bands,
fairs, and bascball; and also of the role, more extensive in
its social historical ramifications, of the public house.
Lcisure, whether as a means of courting to the unmarried,
or of escape from home to public housc of the married man,
leads towards family history. In this area of social history
the impact of oral evidence is especially important, enabling
the historian to consider critical questions which were pre-
viously closed. The most striking early examples were pro-
vided by the anthropologist Oscar Lewis, whose deeply
moving portraits of Mexican families, such as The Children
of Sanchez (1961), are rightly famous. But many of the most
notable community studics have been as much concerned
with family, as titles such as Family and Community in Ireland,
Family and Kinship in East London, or The Family and Social
Change: a Study of Family and Kinship in a South Wales Town,
demonstrate; and these, like the family sociology of Lee
Rainwater’s accounts of American working-class marriage
in And the Poor Get Children, also depend on rich life-story
evidence. Nevertheless, in his powerfully argued attempt to
disentangle the causes for the declining size of middle-class
families in late nineteenth-century Britain, Prosperity and
Parenthood (1954), J. A. Banks could only cite the opinions
of medical specialists, novelists, and other writers, but for all
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published in Sherna Gluck’s From Parlor to Prison: Five Ameri-
can Suffragettes Talk About their Lives; and we have already
noticed Mary Chamberlain’s Fenwomen. In Britain research
has also begun on the leadership and the rank and file of
the women’s movement in the early twentieth century, as
well as women in labour and socialist politics; women in
agriculture, textiles, and London industry; and women at
home and in the family. And much more will certainly
follow.

For the social history of any minority group the limitations
of written documentation are such that the use of oral sources
introduces an entirely new dimension to the subject. This
is equally true, for example, of the history of the American
Indians, or of the gypsies in Europe: both persecuted minor-
ities, misleadingly documented by a hostile majority, but
preserving their own strong oral tradition, through which
a more understanding approach to their past becomes pos-
sible. These two groups have in fact attracted just this kind
of study for a long time. More recently, there have been
studies of Chinese and Japanese communities in North
America. And its possibilities have been recognized for
Jewish history. They also apply to the historical study of
deviance, although no historian has yet followed the example
of Tony Parker and Robert Allerton’s autobiography of a
professional criminal, The Courage of His Convictions, or the
equally remarkable life-story of a Norfolk poacher, I Walked
By Night (1935), written for her questions, which puts
Lilias Rider Haggard among the pioneers of British oral
history. There are two forms, however, in which the history
of minority groups has been taken further. The first is the
study of immigration. The example here was provided by
the interview field-work of sociologists from the Chicago
school onwards, but normally this has been to examine the
problems of immigration as a form of social pathology. More
recently both sociologists and historians using oral sources
have moved towards a more balanced approach in historical
work, examining the ordinary experience of immigration,
the process of finding work, the assistance of kin and neigh-
bours, the building of minority community institutions, and
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the continuance of previous cultural customs, as well as
problems of racal tension and diserimnation, makes for
a much more balanced approach It can alo suggest—
particularly by setting the direct evidence of personal ex-
pensence against the generalized message of the community's
own oral tradition—how distorted are some of the commonly
held explanations of immigrant social patterns mn terms of
racal or cultural wnhentance rather than the simple eco-
nomsc of class factors
The second form 13 black hustory in Britaun, perhaps sl
a branch of the first, but 1 the United States decidedly
distinet It offers a cluster of outstanding works with which
1o conclude our exploratory survey of the achievement of
oral hustory We may usefully at this pont step back and ask,
what 15 distinctive about them as history? What do they do,
which could not atherwise have been done? Three things
First, they penetrate the otherwise maccessible Two come
{from the great cuty ghettoes of urban Amenica Paul Bullock’s
Wetts, the Aftermath, 15 an account of a mass confrontation
Lot Angeles, while Alex Haley's Autobiography of Malcolm X
has few equals for conveying the batter nichness of city Iife
or as a powerful portrait of an wndinidual leader Nor did
thealhterate rural black communstres leave records for future
Tustonans Wilam Montell’s T2 Saga of Cor Ridge 15 the
Yeading Amencan example of a serious fully documented
Community study by ats subject largely dependent on oral
widence an account of a black colany, settled on a remote
tull spur after emancipation from slavery, surviving at first
through subsistence farmung and lumbering, but degenerat-
g through lethal fights with neighbounng whites over
women, and dnven as natural resources became exhausted
o moonshiung and bootlegging, so that eventually it was
broken up by the county sheniT’s revenue men Secondly,
where records do cxst, oral evidence provides an essential
tomrectne to them This 1t especially true of the old rural
South—where lustory matters, as nowhere elsc i Amenca,
e 1t 13 employed to gustify or deny the clams of white
Fupremacy It was thus no merc acaident that the nch wmnter-
View matenal which had been callected 1 the
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1g30s from former plantation slaves and their dependants
remained unused by historians for more than three decades.
This has now been remedied, not only by full publication of
the slave narratives in eighteen volumes edited by George
Rawick—thus constituting the most important collective
autobiography yet published—but also by the admirable
interpretative essay, From Sundown fo Sunup, The Making
of the Black Community, which constitutes an introductory
volume. And similarly—to narrow the focus to a single case
study to which we will need to return—Lawrence Goodwin
was only able to discover, through oral evidence, the true
story deliberately concealed by contemporary newspapers
and records of how the white upper class used systematic
violence to destroy the inter-racial populism of one Texas
county in the 189os.

Finally, oral evidence can achieve something more per-
vasive, and more fundamental to history. While historians
study the actors of history from a distance, their characteriz-
ations of their lives, views, and actions will always risk being
misdescriptions, projections of the historian’s own experience
and imagination: a scholarly form of fiction. Oral evidence,
by transforming the ‘objects’ of study into ‘subjects’, makes
for a history which is not just richer, more vivid and heart-
rending, but truer. And this is why it is right to end with
Theodore Rosengarten’s 4/l God’s Dangers, the autobiography
of Nate Shaw, an illiterate Alabama sharecropper born in
the 1880s, based on a hundred-and-twenty hours of recorded
conversations: one of the most moving, and certainly the
fullest, life-story of an ‘insignificant’ person yet to come from
oral history. By fruits such as these, one would gladly see
the method judged.
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Evidence

How rehable 15 the ewvidence of oral history? How does 1t
compare with other types of lustonical source? Wiil oral evi-
dence, because of the falibihity of memory, always be -
fenor to a document, a last resort, or can 1t be treated as
‘ssmply one more document’, as John Sawille puts it, ‘which
you do not believe, but has to be assessed and evaluated
1n exactly the same way that you evaluate any other kind
of hustonical evidence’ ?t
Let us begin by looking over the shoulder of “The Histonian
at Work’, as described by Arthur Marwick i Ins The Nature
of Hustory (1970) Furst he Lsts the ‘accepted hierarchy’ of
sources contemporary letters, informers reports, depost~
tions, parhamentary and press reports, social inqunes,
dianes and autobiography—the last usually ‘to be treated
with an even greater arcumspection’ than the others In
considening these sources, the historian must first ensure that
the document 1s authentic that 1t 15 what 1t purports to be,
rather than a subsequent forgery Next follows the cructal
problem ‘How did the document come 1nto existence 1n the
fist place? Who exactly was the author, that 1s, apart from
hssname, what role in society did he play, what sort of person
Was he? What was s purpose 1 wnting 1t? For example,
an ambassador’s report may send home the kind of n-
formation he hnows his home government wants to hear
2 tax return gave a fair account of real wealth, or will
therenot be a tendency on the side of the :ndividual to con-
ceal the extent of hus possessions~ ? Orn using ‘an exciting
on the spot account’ from an author or newspaper reporter,
W tan we be certain that o fact he ever left hus hotel
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bedroom? These, and many others, are the sort of questions
historians must ask all the time of their primary sources:
they are part of his basic expertise.’”? We may note some
minor but not insignificant details in this account. The
authors of documents, like historians, are assumed to be male.
Moreover, many of the questions which have to be asked
of the documents—whether they might be forgeries, who was
their author, and for what social purpose were they produced
—can be much more confidently answered for oral evidence,
especially when it comes from a historian’s own field-work,
than for documents. Lastly, little indication is given of how
any of these questions, either of identification or of bias, can
be answered. It is only in the case of medieval forgery that
a specific expertise is mentioned. Otherwise the historian’s
resources are the general rules in examining evidence: to
look for internal consistency, to seek confirmation in other
sources, and to be aware of potential bias.

These rules are in practice less observed than they should
be. The oral historian has a considerable advantage here,
in being able to draw on the experience of another discipline.
Social investigators have long used interviews, so that there
is an abundance of sociological discussion on the interview
method, the sources of bias in it, and how these may be
estimated and minimized. Discussion of the bias similarly
inherent in all written documentation is by comparison
sparse. There are few guides to be found to the faults in any
of the modern historian’s favourite quarries.

Newspapers present a characteristic example. Few histor-
ians would deny the bias in contemporary reporting or accept
what the press presents at face value, but in using newspapers
to reconstruct the past much less caution is normally shown.
This is because they are rarely able to unravel the possible
sources of distortion in old newspapers. We may know W¥10
the owner was, and perhaps identify his political or social
bias, but whether the normally anonymous contributor of 3
particular piece shared that bias can scarcely ever be more
than guessed. Thus the evidence which historians cite from
newspapers suffers not only from the possibility of inaccuracy
at its source, which is normally either an eyewitness account
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or an mterview report by the journalst It 1s also selected,
shaped, and filtered through a particular, but to the lustorian
uncertam, bas For example, when Bonar Law made hig
famous speech to a vast Conservative rally at Blenheim Palace
n July 1912, declaning he would support Ulster in resisting
Insh Home Rule by force, there were shght differences n the
reports of the exact words which he chose to use mn 1ts key
phrases Thesereporting differencesmay have been acaidental
or mtended Not all modern histonans use the version which
Tte Timesprinted next morning Nor, however, 151t the custom
to point out such varnants, even in a book of ‘documents’, or
abography of Bonar Law 3 This instance tells us more about
the historsan’s normat practice than 1ts consequences, because
the hustorical effect of Bonar Law’s words was more through
the newspaper reports than through their direct smpact at
Blenheim But another example may show how newspaper
evidence can be systematically msleading as well as 1n-
accurate Lawrence Goodwin has used newspapers and other
Wnitten sources . combination with interviews n a political
study of 2 county of East Texas, i which a whites-only
Democratic party ousted the inter racial Populists from
power in the 18g0s It was impossible to tell from the local
Democratic press either how this happened or indeed how
the Populists had maintained support 1n the first place, and
who most of their political leaders had been Goodwin was
able to discover three separate oral traditions from different
pohitical standpoints 1n the commumty which, when linked
}‘“g‘ Press reports, showed that the Democratic countercoup
ua :ecn based on a systematic campaign of murder and 1n-
lhnc“ ﬂltlon Notonly had the newspaper dehberately omitted
the po iucnl sigmificance of what 1t dud report, but some of the
cventy’ reported had not happened and were published as
'l_;:rnomxcinunudatxcn Onepoliicanwhowasreporteddead,
u“:“"mp C,‘“\ fact scapcd‘hxs murderers and hved another
n“tdzn‘ga: But Goodwin's refusal to rcly on newspaper
Bss, ag ::c among historians—and 1t has an interesting
Mt,m . eatlier career he was a journalist lumself

of t onans would feel themselves closer to the heart
ngs with correspondence Certainly Ictters have the
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advantage of often being the original communication itselfl.
But this does not free them from the problem of bias, or
cnsure that what letters say is true, or conveys the real feelings
of the writer. They arc in fact subject to the kinds of bias
which have been observed in interviews, but in an exagger-
ated form, because a letter is rarely written to a recipient
who is attempting to be ncutral like an interviewer. Yet
historians rarcly stop to consider how far a particular letter
has been shaped by the writer to meet the expectations of
its cnvisaged recipient, whether a political enemy or a poli-
tical friend, or a lover, or perhaps even the tax inspector.
And if this is true of letters, it is much more so of such other
primary sources as paid informers’ reports, or depositions—
the statements of evidence made in anticipation of a possible
court hearing.

Printcd autobiographies arc another very commonly cited
source, although here the problems of bias are more gener-
ally acknowledged. Some are shared with the life history
oral interview. In A. J. P. Taylor’s view, ‘Written memoirs
are a form of oral history set down to mislead historians’ and
arc ‘uscless except for atmosphere’.5 They lack some of the ad-
vantages of theinterview, and offer little in compensation. The
author cannot be cross-questioned, or asked to expand on
points of special interest. The printed autobiography is a one-
way communication, with its content definitely selected with
the taste of the reading public in mind. It cannot be confiden-
tial. Ifit is intimate, it is with the consciousness of an audience,
like an actor on the stage or in a film. As a public confession,
itis controlled, and rarely includes anything which the author
feels really discreditable. In those cases when it is possible
to compare a confidential interview with a life-story written
for publication, there seems a consistent tendency to omit
some of the most intimate detail, to forget the trouble with
unruly children farther down the street, for example, which
can be much more revealing than the rosy generalizaﬁon
that ‘Children had more respect for their elders then’. Never-
theless, just because it is printed rather than recorded on
tape, many historians would feel happier citing a published
autobiography than an interview.
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Many of the classic sources for social histarans, such as
the census, regustrations of birth, marnage, death, Royal
Commisyions, and social surveys hike those of Booth and
Rowntree, are themselves based on contemporary inter-
views The authontanive volumes of Royal Commussions rest
on 2 method which was shaky even when a Francis Place
or a Beatric Webb was not at work manipulating witnesses
betund the scenes They used a pecuharly ntimidating form
of interview, in which the lone informant was confronted
by the whole commuttee—just ke 2 widow seeking out-
rehiel who faced the Board of Guardians But most basic
social statsstics are also denved from human exchanges and
consequently rarely offer a simple record of mere facts Emule

cim believed, when he wrote his classic study of
Stadz, that 1t was possible to treat ‘socal facts as things'
atimmutable, absolute truth But 1t 15 now accepted that the
smade statisties which he used vary as much with the degree
© which sweide was regarded as a soaal disgrace to be
:‘}‘"‘g P, as with the rate at which people killed them-
‘: ves § Similarly we know—from other, retrospective mter-
: 3\3—1}132 the marriage registers of the late nineteenth
n’; carly twenticth century grossly underestimate the mar-
obgc. f:;u of those younger age groups who should have
“m’; &Pi‘rcntal consent to marry The younger true rates
- thos‘m 1; those recorded at the time 7 Food statistics, such
dmon:dob the consumption of different hands of fish, were
naes Y the need to market new types of fish under old
wemer 1:;3\33 common practice, for example, to sell cat-fish,
hogsen s Or gurnett as hnddocl. or filleted haddock And
cans al; ¥ not decaved themselves, were prepared, as
n xrgg:n ¢ discovered 1n retrospect, to serve their hushands
Su conc gtclcndmg 1t was butter, or foreign as home meat,
Pﬂl!cmsnlﬂ crations make the measurement of changing food
Mect o s certain than it mght appear Similar problems

e cm:n g\c recording of physical facts such as housing
crowdin s defirstion of ‘a room’, used for measunng over-
of W!Ici' Was a social one, which determined the exclusion
before <5, and how substantial a partition was required

one room was counted as two But social histonans,
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perhaps because they have come to statistics relatively re-
cently, much too casily fall into Durkheim’s trap of treating
them as ‘things’.

This is true cven of historical demographers. Here surely,
one might hope to find historians dealing with hard facts.
But take the table of ‘Completed Iamily Size By Year of
Marriage’ from 1860 to 1960 confidently printed by E. A,
Wrigley in his Population and History. This is based on various
scts of retrospective interviews with mothers, and assumes
their accuracy in remembering the number of live births
which they had. But no allowance is made for the numbers
of those children born who dicd in infancy or carly childhood,
so that the table does not measure the average number of
children actually reared—the ‘completed size’ of family as
experienced by its members. Because of high child mortality,
the average size of family before 1goo was much smaller than
the table suggests, and never actually as high as the so-called
mean completed family size of the tabulation. In other words,
‘completed family size’ is a demographer’s abstraction, not
a social or historical fact. Statistically minded historians and
sociologists have ignored this. They have displayed no
awareness that while the trend in the table is beyond dispute,
the actual figures—however critical for population studies—
are not. They are estimates, which have been haphazardly
subject to significant revisions in recent years by the Reg-
istrar-General, even for the years before 1914—so that
mutually contradictory sets of tables can be found juxtaposed
(without any explanation) in A, H. Halsey’s recent statistical
collection, T7ends in British Society Since 1g00.

Social stastistics, in short, no more represent absolute facts
than newspaper reports, private letters, or published bio-
graphies. Like recorded interview material, they all rep-
resent, either from individual standpoints or aggregated,
the social perception of facts; and are all in addition subject
to social pressures from the context in which they are ob-
tained. With these forms of evidence, what we receive is
soctal meaning, and it is this which must be evaluated.

Exas:tly the same caution ought to be felt by the historian
faced, in some archive, by an array of packaged documents:
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deeds, agreements, accounts, labour books, letters, and so
on. These documents and records certainly do not come to
be available to the historian by accident, There was a social
purpose behind both their original creation and their sub-
sequent preservation. Historians who treat such finds as
innocent deposits, like matter thrown up on a beach, simply
invite self-deception. Tt is always necessary to consider how
a piece of evidence was put together in the first place, Thus,
for example, official information from School Board and
County Council records would not suggest that women
teachers were required to resign on marriage before the 19205,
when this became an official policy; and thereafter, would
secord this as the consistent practice. But individual life-
stories could document quite frequent requests to resign on
matriage before 1914, as well as appointments of married
women to posts during the operation of the bar. The official
feports of the Poor Law Commissioners on the Labour
Migration Scheme of the 18305 can similarly be shown,
through alternative sources, to have grossly exaggerated the
figures for the numbers of paupers removed, and to have
quite falscly claimed that all of those removed had found
work,. in order to suggest that the scheme was succeeding.
And it is obvious enough that matters of opinion, such as
those of Viscountess Wolsey, organizer of women farm
wotkers in the First World War, that country girls were
ignorant of basic domestic skills, could be misjudgements
mldg from social prejudice and lack of direct experience of
“V{llng{las homes. At another level, even such apparently
2ccidental social documentaries as photographs and films
are in fact quite carcfully constructed. So much so that, for
ﬁ}mplc, almost alf the sound background to Second World
War film is faked. And on rare occasions, anc can discover
bow for the ‘casual’ family snapshot, everybody in the pic-
ture was forced to change out of their normal clothing. Not
merely this, but a similar decision is made about what is
Lept for the slbum, And the same hind of weeding shapes the
public archive, The process of discarding and confusing
memaries to fit modern needs, which has been identified s
2 form of genealogical conquest in African tradil ion, has its
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eepiivalent in the sy tematie, if half-conscious, doctorizz €
the 1ecord eots which js the practice of western couzins
Ope can only pefute, as thoroughly misleading, Royéz
Hotdi-on's ar ertion that written archive sources, “the trz
of eeidence upon which historians st the highest e,
frocreee o proial ruprrionity over oral material, becauss iz
corptitiete o Vind of primary evidence which takes the foz
roeof paper which lave bren bequeathed to us uzi
fentanaly, un dlconacionly; ercreted by institutions of ty
perons in the courre of thrir practical activities’. Coz
ooyt hisow crtion, this ‘is o matter of some sups
titns pacdice in favour of the written over the spoken

n! in

woted'? '
[here ey in Lact, two quite different ways in which orel
faeters ds distingt from the ordinary source. The ﬁﬁtlsthif_
i frersat il in an oral form. As an immediate form ¢
bovond thit b desswbacks as well as advantages. It takcs’far
lonect o disten than to read and if the recording 1s to be cited
in o ook or articde, it will need to be tr;mscribcq first. 0
the other hand, the recording is a far more fchablc and
e cupate acconnt of @ mecting than a purcly wnted record-
A the exant words wed e there ay they were spoken; 21
added to them ae social elues, the nuances oﬁ]'ncertamf’:.f
fnsmons, o1 pretence, as well as the texture ofdmlcct.ThL:
i+ e more than can ever be found in the scribbled not®
ot {illed-up sehedule of the most honest interviewer or st
b in the oflicial minntes of a_meeting, We have scen eatlie
hosw the ‘doctoring’ of oflicial records has become 50 accep!
thint even the Cabinet Minutes document less \vhatllaPPcnb
in the Cabinet, than “what the Civil Service wishes it tg[ i
helieved Dappened’, This is cqually truc at the hum &e
level of the pavish council, George Lwart Evans first beca”
“weeptical of official records’ while he was himself a ¢
councillor, *Not that there was any blatant inaccuracy “
It sinee the time of the meeting so recorded, 2 Sde;tl.lno
intellipence had been at work, omitting almost ¢v€ m
that did not contribute to fortifying the main dec1510t
veached.” The result was a set of minutes ‘streamlined 10 |
point of appearing to be the record of a different meetifs”
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bet.ween social classes, and between subjects of communi-
cation. But the main point is that the original of evidence
15 sometimes oral, and sometimes not, and equally may or
Inay not present itself, after transmutations, in the same
form; and neither oral nor written evidence can be said to
be generally superior: it depends on the context.

The evidence of oral history is also distinctive in being
normally retrospective over a longer time span. This does
introduce new problems. Most other sources—whether from
newspapers, court hearings, Royal Commission interviews
or committee minutes—are also retrospective. Neither con-
temporary nor historical evidence is a direct reflection of
physical facts or behaviour. Facts and events are reported
in a way which gives them social meaning. The information
provided by interview evidence of relatively recent events,
or current situations, can be assumed to lie somewhere be-
tween the actual social behaviour and the social expectations
or norms of the time. With interviews which go back further,
there is the added possibility of distortions influenced by sub-
sequent changes in values and norms, which may perhaps
quite unconsciously alter perceptions. With time we would
expect this danger to grow. In the same way, over time the
reliance on memory apparently becomes more salient. To
understand the extent of these problems we can fortunately
turn to the literature of the social psychology of memory, and
also of gerontalogy, for help.

It is generally accepted that the memory process depends
on that of perception. In order to learn something, we have
first to comprehend it. We learn it in categories, sceing how
the information fits together, and this enables us to recon-
struct it on a future occasion, or to reconstruct some approx-
imation of what we comprehended. As Bartlett argued in
his pioneering discussion Remembering (1932), it is in fact qnly
through this basic process of ordering that the human m_md
has overcome the tyranny of subjection to chronological
memory. If we could not organize our perceptions, we would
only be aware of what had most recently happened to us. Im-
mediately after an event it does seem that we can rcr{qcmbcr
a great deal more than later on. For a very short ime we
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hasve something close to a photographic memory But this
only lasts for a matter of minutes It 13 of crucial sigmificance
that this first phase 13 extremely bnef Then the selection
process orgamzes the memory and establishes some bind of
durable traces by a chemical process Unfortunately the
bio-chemical knowledge of the brain, despite 1ts recent rapid
advances, 1s not yet able to answer the particular questions
which a social scentist would wash to ash about the memory
process However, a change takes place m the mucro-
structure of the bratn, which s certainly capable of resisung
gross suppressions of mental activity hike anaestheties Then,
when the matenal 1s recovered, some kind of reverse process
takes place another situation 13 recognzed, and the brain
picks out the material and to a certain extent reconstructs it

The process of discarding, which 1s the counterpart of
selection, does continue over ime This clearly presents a
problem for oral history But the imual discarding 1s by far
the most drastic and violent, and 1t affects any hand of con-
temporary witness Thus can be demonstrated from the few
studies over time that exast Let us conuder first an artificial
laboratory experiment conducted by Dallenbach wath prce
tures 1n 1913 Because it 15 artificial, like most laboratory
tests 1t provides a poor index of the rehability of social
memory It 1s nevertheless strking that the number of errors
remains more or less stable after the first few days It suggests
what may be a quite typical ‘curve of forgetfulness’

Dallenboch's pucture expeniment, 191510

Fifteen students nsked to scrutiize, and answer sixty questions
on picture details

Days since saw pacture o 5 15 45
Number questions answered (av) 59 57 57 57
Number wrong answers (av) 8 10 12 13

There 1re comparable findings from more recent Nor-
wegin and American rescarch on patterns of child rearing,
for which mothers have been re interviewed over penods
of up to six years In cach of these studies memory proved
least relible in recalling past atutudes, and best about prac-

ucal matters such as feeding methods (95 per cent accurate
»
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Every time we make it, it has its own characteristics.’}4 He
has in mind particularly how a story may be retold differ-
ently to various audiences in different situations, and how
its recall can be stimulated by re-meeting an old acquaint-
ance, or re-visiting the scene of some past event. A willing-
ness to remember is also essential: a feature of memory
which is especially relevant to interviewing. Conversely,
recall can be prevented by unwillingness: either a conscious
avoidance of distasteful facts or unconscious repression. It
is of course a particular interest of psychology to revive these
suppressed memories through the therapeutic interview.
Although laboratory experiments have succeeded in estab-
lishing the main elements of the memory process, they
provide a poor guide to its reliability, because they take
place in a social vacuum isolated from the needs and inter-
ests which normally stimulate remembering and recalling.
One of Bartlett’s classic experiments, for example, was to
ask a group of ten Cambridge students to repeat to each
other, in sequence, a Red Indian tale, ‘The War of the
Ghosts’. The final version retained no more than a few scraps
of the original. But these students had no intrinsic interest
in a story from another culture; for them it was just an ex-
periment, whose outcome proved more interesting, as it
happened, because of their own lack of accuracy. But there
are epic tales among the illiterate peoples of Africa which
have been passed down orally for at least 600 years. These
tales are subject to variation when the social needs of their
tellers and audiences have changed, but can be consistent
enough for the original elements to be identified by studying
the structure of different versions. And nearer at hand, Iona
and Peter Opie have found very remarkable chains of trans-
mission in their study of T#e Lore and Language of School Child-
ren. Because of the very rapid turn-over of children in school,
the links in the chain of transmission are much shorter than
with adult oral traditions, so that a school jingle in 130 years
will have passed down twenty generations of children, per-
haps 300 tellers—equivalent to more than 500 years among
adults. It is extraordinary, in view of this, how much sur-
vives. For example, in his London Street Games in 1916, Norman
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Douglas reperted 157 €533 eharty, ard Rorty yoars Iaver the
Opies found 108 cf them were sl beirg chantad. Aed
among the ‘trree terms” tsed by children—whose aconrey
is presumably especially important to themr—are wonts hie
‘barley’ and “fains’ which o back to the Middle Ages, They
originated in adult vocabulary, but hwe been precerved
only among children. The Opies have many nice examples
of both survival and change. ‘Tiddly Winks the Rarber® vn
thyme which children still repeat as it was originnly com-
posed,in 1878, On the other hand, a rhyme about a grenmbier
has gone through many changes since it was first recorded
in 1725 a8 part of a ballad:

Now he acts the Grenadeer,
Calling for a pof of beer,
Where's hs Money?® He's forgot
Get kam gone, a Drunken Sot.

In 1909 in Ldinburgh, schoolchildren were found counting
out to the linest

Lenty, teenty tuppenny bun,
Pitching tatties doon the lum;

Who's there? John Blair,

‘What does he want? A bottle of brer,
‘Where's your money? 1 forgot.

Go downstairs, you drunken sot,

Another version, in which a ‘pocket’ and ‘forgat it’ shyme
is introduced, was recorded in London Strect Gomet in 1946,
and again in almost jdentical form in 1013. And in York
they were chanting:

1 hzd 3 hittle bery shop;
A man walked in,

3 2:%r whoy b wareed,
Alrrleelyn

Wheee's yrow pre=oy?
Ir gy prrien

L Il 2 ek
1L e,

Py waly oo pt
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So here is a jingle in which the original point, as well as some
of its phrases, have survived more than 200 years.

On rare occasions one can show in an ordinary life-story
how a telling phrase has been retained. One of our own first
interviews was with Bob Jaggard, an Essex farm worker born
in 1882, who started work in 1894 on a farm, leading horses.
Early on in the interview he said:

Men got 13 shillings a week and when I started work I went
seven days a week for three shillings.

Can you remember at that time whether you thought that was
bad or good money?

I knew it was bad money. Yes, they were put on.

Did you feel there was anything you could do about this to get
more money at that time?

No, we didn’t, that was just that. I can tell you right start, the old
farmer what I worked for, he said a man carry a sack of wheat
home every Saturday night was thirteen shillings . . .

Later on in Rider Haggard’s Rural England T discovered that
he had visited Bob Jaggard’s village, Ardleigh, in 19o1. A
week’s wages by this date had risen by eighteen pence. In
Ardleigh he visited a Mr. T. Smith, farming 240 acres, who
had been there for fifty-one years. ‘How could farmers get
on’, he asked Rider Haggard, ‘when each man took the value
of a sack of wheat; that is, 14s. 6d. per week?’16 Seventy
years after Haggard’s visit it was still possible to record the
Ardleigh farmer’s grumble, stuck in Bob Jaggard’s mind.
One can of course match examples of recall with instances
of misremembering; and individuals certainly differ in their
ability to remember. The Welshman who could correctly
name 106 of 108 landholders sixty years prevmusly was an
unusually good informant. But a story is not necessarily
valueless just because it has been altered. When a long chain
of transmission can be studied, the changes are themselves
evidence for the social hlstonan The purist may see this
process as introducing ‘contamination’ from outside in-
fluences, such as written sources—books and newspapers—or
the media. But these influences are an unavoidable fact of
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Iife 1in modern societies People terpret their expenences
within the culture which they provide Consequently, stories
which are not hiterally true may be socially important be-
cause other people believe them Other stories may be of
value for their incidental detasls, or for thewr symbolic mean-
ing, rather than for the narratwve tself

It 13 worth considening some examples of evidence which
18 “false’, but nevertheless sgmficant Lindsay Mornson and
Roy Hay were recently mvestigating a strike which took
place 1n 1911 at the Singer factory in Glasgow With the help
of the only surviving worker from the workforce of the time
(aged over 100) and tus son

we did piece together a story about how the Singer Company
tried to break the strike According to thewr version, which we
subsequently heard from other independent sources, the com-
pany paid the Post Office to make a speaial delnery of posteards
toall those on stnke The delivery was carried out on the Sunday
evening and the postcards announced that all those who failed to
report for work at starting tume on the Monday morning would
be connidered to have left the employ of the company

Now, we checked this story as far as we could from written
sources, newspapers, a manusenpt history of the company, and
contemporary accounts We found that there was a delivery of
Pposteards but that they were made in the normal way and that

the message g},c.y § was + 1 The com-
pany sud that when 609, of the postcards they sent out had
been ¢ d fying the willingness of the workers to return

s Si
on the previous terms, then the factory would be reopened Ob-
viously the pressure 1s here too and the firm was making a clear
attempt toby passthe union But perhapsin a lessunderhand way
Acvertheless, and this 18 the point T want to stress, subsequent
Iabour relations sn Singers scem to have been condittoned mare
by the first version, which scems to have arculated widely and
been behieved, than by the second For some purposes, the fiction
‘:‘I;‘I“'f:;i 1 ol evidence may be more important than ‘the
)

This can agamn be allustrated from our own mnterviews
One was with a very old Essex fisherman, shghtly deaf, 2
clase yarn teller, who would retell hus stones wath different
endings He clearly exaggerated and was unrehiable on



108 THE VOICE OF THE PAST

specific detail. But he conjured up a remarkable picture of
the small Essex town of Brightlingsea, which forced one to
ask whether in this now rather staid, small provincial town
there had survived something of the urban quality of an
cighteenth-century ‘unreformed borough’: the apprentice
riots of boys from the ships who burned boats on Guy Fawkes
night; the cage where the policeman put drunks, and people
threw things at them; the constables who were needed to
keep order in church, where all the lads went to make a row
and get their girls; his own main function as a Tory Com-
mittce-man—throwing tomatoes ... This is the kind of
memory, although not in itself reliable, which stimulates
new questions, and the scarch for other evidence.

A sccond example comes from an interview with a Shet-
lander, born in 1886, Willie Robertson. I asked how much
contact the people had with the lairds (the landowners)—a
question bearing on their degree of class-consciousness. He
told me, as a true story, naming a particular laird, a burial
folk-tale which is quite widespread in Scotland:

That was Gifford of Busta. He was one of the county property
owners—the laird. And before he died, he’d left instructions that
there were to be nobody to attend his funeral except his own
kind, the lairds. Well all these people had to come a long dis-
tance to funerals and there was no conveyance except they came
on horseback. And I have been at a funeral in my time where they
give you refreshments: gave you whisky, a glass of whisky, or you
could take a glass of wine. Now these lairds that came to Gifford’s
funeral got refreshments: liquid refreshments; maybe some other.
Then they had to carry the remains, the funeral, four or five mile
to the cemetery. Well they were always stopping and having more
refreshments. And one dropped out; two dropped out; till Jat-
terly there were only two; and they lay alongside the coffin. So
they were out for the count. And an old crofter come by, and he
saw Mr Gifford’s remains in the coffin Iying there, and these two
men. He went across to his house and got a big rope; he took the
coffin up on end and put the rope round him; and he took him to
the grave and buried him himself. And his kind weren't to be
allowed at the funeral. And he buried the laird.

Willie Robertson may have been mistaken in believing his
story to be literally true; but this cannot diminish its sym-
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bolie force as an answer Funerals in the island communities
of small farmers {crofters) and fishermen were normally
occasions for the d ration of the fund 1 equality
of all before God, and an the long walh to the cemetery every
man would take fus turn in bearing the coffin In some 3t
was esen the convention for the better-off to he deliberately
pared with the poorest But as he tells the story he draws
not only on a folk tradition, but on hus ewn pobtical and
religous 1deas Wailie Robertson was an Elder of the Kirk,
with a strong belief in temperance He was also a shoemaler-
Socialst a member of the SDF converted by cutdoor
speakers who came up north with the East Anghan herring
boats So Jus story 15 also 2 parable of the Good Samantan,
mfused wath a flavour of Marust class-consciousness
Memory therefore 13 part of an active social process Part
of the oral hustonnan’s sk, 1n order to make the most of 1ts
Tesources, 15 fo und d and d gle the ¢l of
that process Although such a complex instance s relatnely
unusual an an ordinary hfe story, 1t does suggest the need
for understanding the different forms and conventions which
shape not only stones, but ary communications betwcen
people. If one can understand how a picce of snformation
1 constructed, 1t 1s clearly caster to mnterpret 1t Just as i a
book the needs of argument, of shape and length, press for
the 1nclusion of some details and the omussion of others, so
1n the telhng of an ordinary story the symbolic meanmmng
and factual details must hang upon a form Such forms 1n
oral sources have been prncipally analysed by anthropolo-
guts, and by folklonsts interested 1n oral Literature, mther
than hustortans In oral “hterature’ distinctions are made
between charactenstic major genres, such as the group legerd,
the wndwrdual anecdote, the farmly seca, and the folk tale
us there 15 an international type hist of several hundred
folk tales, which enables archwists all over the world to
fecogmize a tale, and see how the version they have collected
vanes from the basic type, and what wnfluences hase con-
tnbuted 1o these changes The 1ndivadual anecdote and the
y history can be subjected to the same formal analys:s
~although thus has, 1 practice, been less oft
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particular, the way in which they are learnt needs to be more
closely studied. In France, for example, village children are
taken by their parents or grandparents to the cemetery to
teach them the history of the family. A wedding photograph
hung on the wall or a reunion of war veterans or work-mates
arc all mechanisms for the reconstruction of memory. But
these mechanisms vary significantly between different social
groups and localities. So doces the function of the personal
story or the family history. Jan Vansina, for example, came
from a Belgian village rich in oral tradition, and was first
struck by the villagers® potential truthfulness when he found
that they rejected the official version of history taught in the
school: ‘No. This was not true. The First World War wasn’t
about these generals. I was sitting in the muck.” On the other
hand, his own family history turns out, after sixteen years’
consistent checking, to be only half reliable. The basic eco-
nomic story of how his grandfather, in a situation of develop-
ing industrialization, went in for growing cauliflowers, is
quite correct. But there are more peripheral parts which
have either been forgotten as less creditable, or, like the
family’s distant origins in Milan, created from mis-memories
of a visit to north Italy. “Half these stories are not true. They
are an image setting. They are necessary for the pride of
someone.’18

The discovery of distortion or suppression in a life-story
is not, it must be emphasized, purely negative; it may pro-
vide an important clue to the family’s psychology and social
attitudes. The same applies to the loyal card-carrying party
member who cannot accept that mistakes were made; or
the informant unable to recognize conflict within a com-
munity. A good historian will notice such suppression—and
learn something from it. But the more that is known of the
form, means, and context within which memories are recon-
structed, the better the different kinds of meaning conveyed
within them can be separated.

The study of the differing processes of transmission has
probably been carried furthest among the anthropologists
and historians of Africa, due to their special dependence on
oral sources. A clear distinction is made between personal
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oral k Ly vhich are relatively
ecasy to evaluate, and oral traditions—winch are handed
down by word of mouth to later generations This latter
process can be quite different an two adjacent societies In
northern Ghana, for example, Jack Goody has found a sharp
contrast between one centralized tnbal socicty, n which a
relatnely fixed, brsef myth 15 handed down by official utter«
ers, and another sotiety, decentralized, sn which performance
of the callective myth (the Bagre) was miended to be local
and creatine, so that 1t continually changes, and different
sersions from different groups have astomshingly hutle m
common The process of transaussion 1 this case has to be
understood not as a farlure of memory, but as essentally
proliferatsve an character Other Afncanusts have tned to
disentangle the process by which immediate memory 15 trans.
formed mto formal traditson Thus can sometimes be quite
rapid the Iives of Afncan prophets, for example, can be
transformed 1nto myths withun a space of two or three years
ButJ C Muler, on the basis of field-work 1n Angola, suggests
that i some soczeties there may be a pownt 1n tune, as ey ents
pass beyond the reach of first- and sccond hand memery,
when recollections undergo a marked change Accounts of
the Angola War of 1861 (which 15 also known from Portu-
guese documents) are sometimes reflatnely accurate, with
detarls of guns and so on, without much moral comment,
rather ke witten dc won, but are pre-
sented as o styhized, mythucal event ta the traditional war
narratn e manner—the style of the official tradition-bearers,
the professional oral lstomans of Angolan society, whose
tak was 1o collect oral snformation and present 1t 1n public
performances Possibly memory of the Angolan Warisundes-
g transition 2s 2t passes beyond mnformal memory Once
tone of an audrence can remember detals of an cvent, or
hywe ther own perceptions and opimons about 5f, what 15
reeded 1 2 sumplified, stylized account which concentrates
1 the mearang of the story The tme bt thus marks a
tatsorting-out process, 10 Which some stories are ducarded,
24 oders are synthesized, restructured, and stecotyped
Te ofical tradition-bearers are hughly concesn
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begns to show a progressive decline, so that 1t becomes i«
creasingly difficult, for example, to retain a whole set of
complex numerals 1n the head On the other hand, the total
memory store 13 1ncreasing, 1t 1s as 1fone pushes out the other
Studues of vocabulary retention have shown that while for
the most intelligent groups there 13 very httle dechine at all,
for the average group tested a decline of memory sets in by
the age of thirty and continues very slowly, but 13 never
drastic before either termunal illness or senility 15 reached
Thus the problem of memory power 15 not much more serious
for 1nterviews with old people 1n normal health than 1t 18
with younger adults

With thus process of dechining power 1n all adults the recent
memory 1s first affected Hunter wntes ‘If there 1s, 1n the
elderly person, an impairment of central nervous functioning,
tus favours recall of earher as opposed to more recent events
With progressive impairment of a general neurological kind,
recalling  activities undergo  progressive  disorganization
That 1s, recall of recent events 1s imparred first * There have
indeed been statistical memory tests which, although 1n some
respects methodologically doubtful, do suggest that 1f word
associations are examuned, nearly half go back to childhood
or youth, and enly a very tiny proportion are recent 21

The final stage 1n the development of memory commonly
follows retirement, or some other traumatic process, such
aswidowhood Thisisthe phenomenon recogmzed by psycho-
logusts as hife review’ a sudden emergence of memores and
of deaire to remember, and a speaial candour which goes
with a feeling that active hfe 1s over, achievement 1s com-
pleted Thus in thus fina stage there 15 a major compensation
for the longer interval and the selectivity of the memory
process, i an increased walkngness to remember, and cota-
3“““1}» 100, a diminished concern wath fiting the story to

¢ soctal norms of the audience Thus bas from both re-
presuon and distortion becomes a less mtubiing difficulty,
for both telfer and hustorsan
m;r;::é\uc\nng the old, in short, rases no fundamental
In alogteal 1ssues which do not also apply to interviewing

general—and consequently to a whole range of farmiliar
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historical sources, as well as to those of the oral historian. It is
to these issues which we must now turn. We shall explore
this social relationship more fully in the chapter on inter-
viewing which follows. Our concern here is with the degree
of influence which this relationship will inevitably have on
the material which is collected through it. It needs both to
be controlled, and to be assessed.

The minimization of variance in answers due to differences
of style between individual interviewers has long been the
aim of social survey method. The problem is to introduce
sufficient standardization without breaking the interview
relationship through inhibiting self-expression. One ap-
proach is to begin with a freer form of interviewing in order
to explore the variety of responses obtainable, and then to
follow up with a standardized survey, in which the exact
words of questions and their sequence is pre-determined. An
alternative is to mix the two methods in each interview,
encouraging the informant to free expression, but gradually
introducing a standard set of questions in so far as these are
not already covered. This protects the interview relationship,
but makes the material less strictly comparable.

Since, in contrast to oral history, very little of this large-
scale social survey interviewing is recorded, it is difficult to
know how exactly interviewers normally follow such survey
instructions. It is clear, however, that they carry into the
interview both their own expectations and a social manner
which affect their findings. For example, in one question-
naire survey interviewers asked women whether their hus-
bands helped in purchasing house furnishings. The results
differed depending on whether the interviewer’s own husband
helped or not. Those interviewers helped by their own
husbands found this also the case for 6o per cent of their
informants, while the other set, whose husbands did not,
found only 45 per cent.22 Some of the pressing and misinter-
pretation which went into these results would have been
revealed in tape-recorded interviewing. There does not seem
to be much doubt that much of the ‘predictive’ reliability
of the contemporary social survey rests on the informal
workings of both interviewers and analysts, who try to adjust
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their results towards what they themselves feel are eredible
conclusions. When nearly all of them are similarly mistalen
in their expectations, a3 in the famous case of the 1948
Truman election victory, it is these informal workings rather
than defects in the method jtself which produce the wrong
prediction.

Recording can help to expose and assess this kind of social
bias. But the interviewer has a social presence, even when
not revealing any explicit opinions which could influence the
informant. There is a widely held image of an interviewer
23 2 middle-class woman; and most informants have some
idea of what her views are likely to be. This has some

d ge, because the a1 bias in resp can be
more easily allowed for; and it can also be to some extent
countered, by showing respect for the informant's own views,
But there are interesting consequences when the image is
unequivocably altered. For example, an American survey
found that black informants gave substantially different
answers to some questions when ashed by biack rather than
white interviewers:2*

NORC survey 1942: 1,000 interviews with black respondents, half
interviewers black, half white

Question Response 9 when interviewer
black white

Is encugh being done in

your nesghbourhood to

protect the people in

case of air raid ? Yes 21 40

Whowould s negrogo to,

togethisrights? To Police 2 15
To Law courts 3 12

What negro newspaper

da you usually read ? None 85 5t

Whoda you think should

Yead negro troops? Negro officers 43 22

A parallel caution between races has been noted in Africa
where, Vansina tells us, the white missionaries are expected
to be interested in traditions, But they must not e tole
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traditions that go against their teaching, because then they
will criticize them, which will harm the prestige of the
narrators, and will fight against them, which will harm the
whole community.24 In Europe an interviewer with a strong
working-class accent, or a man rather than a woman, can
expect to vary the social effect in—one hopes—a less drastic,
but comparable manner.

It should be emphasized that it is not necessarily true that
an interviewer of the same sex, class, or race will obtain more
accurate information. If the social relationship in an inter-
view becomes, or is from the start, a social bond, the danger
towards social conformity in replies is increased. Nor does in-
creased intimacy always bringlessinhibition. It is remarkable,
for instance, how many people, when stopped anonymously
in the street by Mass Observation and asked questions about
sex, were prepared to answer with a candour which is rare
in the most intimate home interview.

The presence of others at an interview also has a marked
effect. Boasting and exaggeration may be reduced, but the
tendency to conform will be greatly increased. Howard
Becker, when interviewing American medical students in
groups, found that cynicism was the norm, but in private
most students expressed idealistic feelings.25 Sometimes a
group meeting may be helpful, for example in bringing out
conflicts in tradition about particular figures in a community’s
past from informants with different standpoints. And in a
more personal interview, a husband or wife sometimes
stimulates the other’s memory, or corrects a mistake. An
account of the division of domestic responsibilities given in
such a situation, however, would usually be much less
critical of the other’s part. Equally it is noticeable that a
group of old people will often emphasize a common view of
the past, but if subsequently seen separately much more
individual pictures may emerge.

Even when others are not present at the interview itself,
their unseen presence outside may count. This is a particu-
larly important influence in any tight-knit community. The
insider and outsider have different difficulties here. The
insider knows the way round, can be less easily fooled, under-
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stands the nuances, and starts with far maore uscful contacts
and, hopefully, as an established person of good farth Al
this has to be leamnt and constructed by the cutsider who,
1 the extreme case of a European student of Afnican history,
may not onginally know the language, ethnography, or
geography of the community But there can be good 1n tlus
100, for the outuder can ask for the obvious to be explained,
whle the tnstder, who may tn fact be musinformed in assum-
1ng the answer, does not ask for fear of seerung foolish The
outsider also keeps an advantage sn beng outside the Jocal
social network, more casily mamtaining a positon of neus
trahty, and so may be spoken toin true confidentiahty, with
less subsequent anxiety The nsider’s social situation 1s
brought out by the expenence of a student collecting informa-
tion on her own Suffolk wvillage One reured horseman,
explamnng ‘how hard things was in them days’, told of how,
when he had a child a few days old die, he camned the
coffin to the churchyard humself in the early morming but
had to pay a man to bury the child as he was due to start
work at uix Due to the extra walk he reached waork at six-
thirty,

and in hus pay at the end of the week the money had been taken
off for the half hour he was absent The son of the farmer who
deducted this money from his pay sull farms in the same farm
i the willage today and a few days after that interview with the
horseman he sent a message to me to say that he hoped he had
not given me an unfavourable smpression of the present farmer,
as. . ‘ames was hard then just after the (First World) War,
there wasn't nothing else he could do really, can't expect lum to
Pay a man for work he hamn't done’ 2¢

Andrew Roberts has emphasized the parallel handicaps of
belonging to an Afncan community

Relations with the local people may well be more difficult than
those of a white student. In so far as Afncan students have kept
up hinks with the land of thewr fathers, they come back tostasa
full soel personality, far more subject than a mere forexgner to
the moral constraints of the somety If they ignore local custom
in the cause of research, they {or thar relations) wall have to
anwwer for the consequences. Through the web of d
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may well be caught up in conflicts which cause people to with-
hold information they might readily impart to a transitory white
visitor. Besides, since independence, African students are rather
more likely than whites to be suspected of being agents of central
government.2?

This is the extreme casc of the problem, closer to the field-
work situation of the anthropologist. One suspects that here
in the long term the disadvantages of the European outsider
may prove decisive. The social codes and layers of expressive
meaning have to be penetrated as well as formal language
itself. Even the very structure of conceptualization may be
fundamentally different, and western notions of time and
space misleading. ‘The scholar struggling to understand a
foreign culture’, Elizabeth Tonkin suggests, ‘may eventually
realize that what appear to be answers to the question
“where did we come from?” are actually explaining “why
we are here”.’28 The disadvantage of the insider in inter-
pretation, on the other hand, is rather in the ease with
which a community myth can be accepted at face value.
Those others, often at the top and bottom end of the social
scale, who carry a different viewpoint are not noticed. Nor
can the social function of the myth be detected. As with the
folk-tale or the personal story, a community’s myth, its
common view of its own past and present, has a social
meaning and value for the historian independent of its
truth. It can be examined in relation to the changing occupa-
tional structure within the community, and outside of it,
both historically and comparatively; and in its effectiveness
in maintaining-the community’s solidarity. The community
myth of the miners, seen in this way by Christopher Storm-
Clark, can be contrasted with the “insider’ tradition of
rebellion, as portrayed by David Douglass. Vansina shows
how African societies may also have a tradition of rebellion,
asserting their independence of neighbours; while other
myths may have the function of justifying possession of
land; and he advocates a comparative method of evaluation.
Clearly, the ideal is to be close enough to understand, but
not so close as to be unable to step back if need be.

Community accounts for one form of social bias which
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differs from place to place. But within each locality there are
other spatial factors which also have their influence, Thus an
interview at home will increase the pressure of ‘respectable’
home-centred ideals; an interview in a pub is more likely to
emphasize dare-devilty and fun; and an interview in the
worh-place will introduce the influcnce of work conventions
and attitudes, Linked with these changes in emphasis will
be changes in language. A recording in a pub, for example,
will often be festooned with swear-words; cross the home
threshold, and the vocabulary will be transformed. Each
might again vary if the interview was transformed from a
confidential exchange to, at the other extreme, a television
recording with technicians, glaring lamps and a public
audience beyond. Jerry Kuehl, as a producer of television
historical documentarics, has found that middle-aged inter-
viewees especially ‘shape their answers according to what
they think the interviewer wants. They talh hike badly edited
versions of Aews at Ten or Parorama, The tendency 18 to make
portentous, general remarhs rather than tell the stories and
anccdotes which are, as far as the producer is concerned, the
stufl of which popular television is made.” And although the
sery old and the young were more open, of some 450 people
interviewed for The 1World at War, ‘about one of the most
obscene conflicts in human history—not one person cver said
“Fuck™. So much for the idea that television is the place
where ordinary people tell their stories in everyday lan-
guage.” Comparisons can sometimes be made of recordings
made from the same person in another situation and the
differences detected, es en though the elements of the account
are identical.¥ Once again, the histarian needs to take this
factor into account,

.Thcsc then are the main sources of distortion in the intere
view situation. They are serfous: but they underlic the
difficulties of any historian or sociologist in penetrating
sacial reality, past or present. For the historian it is hardly
posible to measure the extent of these difficulties, except
when past errors come 1o Tight., Dut there are 3 number of
sociological repeat surveys, which suggest how 3
historical or contemporary evidence derived [
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needs to be treated with care. In one study carried out by
G. L. Palmer in Philadelphia in 1943, it was found that after
only ten days 10 per cent of respondents reported their age
differently by one year. Again, the Opinion Research
Centre in 1949 made a comparison in Denver between
interview survey material and local official records. It was
found that once more 10 per cent of the answers were
incompatible on age, 10-15 per cent on the possession of
objects like library cards, cars, and the make of car, and
5 per cent even on the possession of a telephone. This study
also calls into question the reliability of official statistics. A
third example is, perhaps, more encouraging to the oral
historian than the organizer of the unrecorded questionnaire
survey.

An experiment was carried out in New York during a
survey of racial attitudes. Of the fifty respondents, eight
were ‘planted’, and their interviews were secretly tape-
recorded. Fifteen interviewers were employed, none of them
full-time professionals. When the recorded interviews were
analysed it was found that, out of the fifty questions sup-
posed to be asked, on average each interviewer committed
fourteen asking errors—that is changing or omitting the
questions; thirteen probing errors; eight errors when
recording the answers on the sheets; and then four simple
‘cheats’ (that is putting down an answer when none was
given). One planted respondent acted as a ‘hostile bigot’, a
type which could be expected to occur in most ra.ndom
samples. When faced by the bigot, half the interviewers
invented half of what they put down on the questionnaire.
If this is the kind of raw material which makes up the typical
random sample questionnaire survey, we may well feel that
the recorded interviews of an honest historian are likely, by
comparison with much conventional evidence, to be un-
usually reliable.30

With this in mind, let us look at two cases in which the
accuracy of retrospective material collected in large-scale
surveys can be assessed. There is first the sociological st.udy
by P. M. Blau and O. D. Duncan of The American Occupational
Structure (1967). The authors carried out a pre-test of 570
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men in Chicago and tried to match thesr names agunst the
census They were only able to match 137, and 1n Jess than
half of these dud they find complete agreement of accupation
and industry between the two sources Tucking away s an
appendix thus rather damaging of the foundations
of their sophusticated statisucal analysis, they argue that the
discrepancies are partly due to high labour mobihity i
Amenea (in 1945-6 this peaked at 12 per cent of 2l workers
changing jobs), and partly—scarce comfort for histonans—
ta the wmaccuractes of a census at least as unrchable as thew
own survey They aite a post enumeration survey carried out
by the Bureau of the Census to check sts own results, which
found that 17 per cent of the men were classified 1n a difs
ferent major occupational groupn the two sunveys Thisisa
finding which might weli be better known among statisucally
minded histonians Blau and Duncan were also able to show
the differences between the census and thetr own survey were
systematic There was a tendency for labourers who appeared
1n the census to be descnbed a3 eraftsmen or techmeans i
their own questionnaure, but there was not a comparable
error in the opposite direction It was, on the other hand,
reassunng to thscover that while individual findings between
census and sunvey differed sigmficantly, the discrepancies
between the agpregate gross distributions were much Jess
sertgus I¢ 1s puteresting that the discrepancies, and so pre~
sumption of 1naccuracy 1n retrospective nterviewing, be-
come less as the tume interval increased  Men were more
likely to describe correctly their father’s occupanon fifty five
than twenty five years ago For example, according to the
census Blay 1nd Duncan ought 1o have found thatin 1940
32 per cent of the fathers were professional or managenal,
and 17 per cent were farmers, but n fact far too many pro-
fessionals and too few farmers were reported—20 per cent
and 13 per cent respectnely But for 1910, when the eensus
had recorded 11 per cent and 40 per cent, ther own findings
sere much closer 14 per cent and 38 per cent 31 The reason
for thus retrospectine ancrense sn reliabubity 1s that an ofd
man has fewer sol reasons for wistung 10 m

{ather's occupation than o younger man On
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is therefore possible for the historian to get more reliable
information from interviews than the contemporary socio-
logical investigator.

A second large-scale retrospective survey is provided by
David Butler and Donald Stokes’ study of Political Change in
Britain (1969). The historical information here is less closely
analysed, but it is clearly compatible with the broad picture
which we have from other historical sources of a Labour
Party rising rapidly at the end of the nineteenth century to
oust the Liberals as the main contenders for power with the
Conservatives. Of the cohort born before 1885, 38 per cent
remembered their fathers as Liberal supporters and 12 per
cent as Labour; of those born between 1go1 and 1918, g9 per
cent were Labour and only 11 per cent Liberal. These
figures probably apply roughly to the 18gos and 1920s, but
unfortunately they do not provide for fathers who changed
their views.32

Another table shows that the Conservatives relied chiefly
on the middle classes and the Church of England for their sup-
porters, while their opponents depended upon Nonconform-
ity and the working classes. This confirmation of established
historical accounts clearly suggests that the retrospective
survey in another field provides social information which in
its broad divisions is reliable.

If we accept that memory is not so subject to error as to
invalidate the usefulness of retrospective interviewing, how
do we overcome a rather different criticism—that our infor-
mants cannot be taken as typical or representative? The last
two studies which we have considered are analyses based on
carefully chosen samples, designed to secure as representative
a group of informants as possible. They confront the oral
historian with a dilemma. A survey whose informants are
predetermined, and interviewed according to an inflexible
schedule, will collect material of intrinsically lower quality.
Some of the best potential informants will be missed, and
others often less willing chosen in their place; while the
interview itself cannot be sufficiently flexible to draw the
most from them. On the other hand, one of the great advan-
tagesof oral historyisthat it enabled the historian to counter-
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act the bras in normal lustorical sources, the tendency, for
example, for printed autobiwography to come from the
arbcufate professional or upper classes, or from Labour
Jeaders rather than the rank and file Because of this, it s
ymportant to consider how far the oral historian could make
use of some of the techniques of representatise sampling
developed by the sociolomst

The historan starts with 1 difficulty not shared by the
socsologst If the old people alive today were themselves a
balanced cross-section of their generation n the past, in
punaple we should only need to draw a random sample
from a list of their names There would remain the pracueal
difficulty of obtunming a fully rehable hst which, unhke
electoral regusters, 1s rarely available But we can be certan
that such 1 ‘random sample’, even although providing the
most certan form of present representativeness, would dis-
tort the past It could take no account of migration, local or
national, or of differential mortahity We hnow that peaple
dic much faster 1n some occupations than in others Death
rates can also be affected by personal Josses, such as widow-
hood, by personal habats, such as smolung or dnnking,
perhaps by personality utself Untl a whole cohort of people
has been studied from youth to age, we cannot be sure how
far the cumulatine effect of all these factors distorts the
representatneness of the suraving group But we do hase
measures of some of the most important differences between
present and past, such as occupatonal and population dis-
tnbution  This makes 1t posmble for a large oral hustory
project to rest on a frame which 15, at least 1n some of1ts key
dimensions, rehable

For our own research project for The Ed rardians, we
recorded some 500 men and women, all born by 1906, and
the earhiest 1n 182 Thea Vigne and T wanted to select 4
group representatin ¢ as far as now posuble of the Edwardian
population as a whalc, so that we designed a *quota sample’
~2 hist of categones of vanous proportions inte which people
had 1o fit 1n order to be counted “The sample was based on
the 1911 census and at totalled 444 persons The proporuon
of men and women was as in 1911, s0 were the proportions
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who had then been living in the countryside, the towns, and
the conurbations; and so too the balance between the main
regions of England, Wales, and Scotland. We tried to ensure
a proper class distribution by dividing the sample into six

Occupational and sex sample

Men Women
Occupied Unoccupied Occupied Unoccupied
Professional 4 3 4 7
18
Employers’
and
Managers 16 10 4 24
54
Clerks and
Foremen 10 2 2 1
28
nalled, 48 2 14 56
142
romr-skilled} 4 25 30 57
160
okl I B P
42
142 172 58 172
214 230

major occupational groups, taken from the adjusted census
categories of Guy Routh’s Occupation and Pay, {906—65
(1965). Those informants who were not working in 1911
went in as dependants of the chief breadwinner in the house-
hold, normally the father or husband. We had to carry out
more interviews than the total 444 in order to fill the quotas,
partly because some turned out to belong to a different
classification than expected, and partly because not all were

sufficiently complete.
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Our aim was to present the people of Edwardian Batun
who were alive 1n 1911, partly through those who survived,
and partly through their children And asa whole, thesurvey
does succeed 1n this way, for the pattems which 1t produces
by region and by class make sense Some of the faults in the

Geographical semple

Rura} Urban Comnbation
142 700 100

London
South East

Eest Anglia

West

South West

Sauth Wales

Horth Wales

WMidlanda

{ancashire

Yorkshire

North West
and Nocth East
Lowland Scottand

Hghland Scetiand

design of the quota 1tself could, on another occason, be
corrected For example, we onginally failed to take account
of the fact that because Edwardian women normally ceased
working at mirninge, the proportions of women working was
far greater in some 1dult age groups than others Itas all too
posubie to fill 1 category in the frame locally from a single
social network which mught, for example, exclude the less
respectible. We therefore used 1 vanety of means to find
formants personal contact, doctors’ lists, welfare centres,
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visiting organizations, essay competitions, newspapers, and
even chance encounter. We tried to notice the social bias
which particular methods of contact could introduce, and
counteract them. And there can be no doubt that the presence
of the sample frame itself served to push the search for
informants well beyond what would have otherwise seemed
sufficient. The wholly unskilled, the ‘rough’ and ‘unre-
spectable’, for example, were again and again almost to the
last moment socially invisible.

The quota sample carries one undeniable advantage over
the random method. Since the choice ofindividual informants
is not predetermined, there is no longer any need to force an
interview on a respondent who remains unwilling, even after
the purpose of the research and potential value of their
contribution has been explained. Everything is to be gained
from avoiding an interview which is likely to generate false
material. But while it is clearly desirable to record only
willing informants, there is another possible danger of going
too far in the opposite direction, and recording only the
exceptionally confident and articulate. Even within a par-
ticular social group or occupation, these may be a distinct
stratum of leaders with their own culture and intellectual
attitudes. Oral historians have recognized this danger.%
Indeed, such informants are not merely unrepresentative,
but can often prove less reliable, The more people are
accustomed to presenting a professional public image, the
less likely their personal recollections are to be candid;
politicians are therefore particularly difficult witnesses. So
are those who, through reading, have fixed upon a view of
the past which they propagate professionally—such as
historians and teachers. They can be the most insightful, but
equally the most misleading sources. Indeed in African
history Vansina suggest that the testimony of amateur
collectors of oral tradition should always be avoided as ‘quite
worthless, because it is second-hand . . . “Listen to the words
of the smith, do not listen to what the man who works the
bellows has to say”, as the Bushongo put it’. His ideal
informant is a person still living the customary life, middle-
aged or elderly, ‘“who recites traditions without too much
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hes who understands their content but is not too
bothant—for if he were, one would suspect him of introduce
g distortions’ 3¢ The point—af not the patromzng tone—
may be held relevant in Bnitain, too 1f oral Iustory 1s to be
effectis ely representatine, at all sociad levels, 1t 1s not yust the
unusually articulate and overtly reflective who must be
recorded Its essence 1s in conveying the words and feclings
of ordinary people The 1deal chowce 15 a broad one, but
firmly grounded on the centre

We may be certuin in wishing to avoid interviews with
unwilling informants But what of those who are not so
much unwilling s laconic, withdrawn? They will gne the
bones of a hife story to a sympathetic interviewer, but never
the most rewarding material Whale they should clearly be
included in any representatn e sun ey, whatas lost f they are
not deliberately sought out? This can be partly cheched by
obseruing whether their stones vary m any consistent
direction from those of ordinary informants Ve can secure a
sery rough indication from one Amencan research progect,
which examined how far personabity changed as people
passed retirement and grew old—B L Neugarten's hansas
City Study of Adult Lafe This categonzed fifty mne re-
spondents before and afler retirement as follows 3%

Faat Study of Adalt Lofe
P 1
I

of 59 tespond gonzed
before retirement afterwards
(2) 19 well integrated 16 socally active

3 sotally disengaged, but calm,
selfudirected, contented
) 16 of ‘armared’, ‘defen- 11 holding on~*1 Il work until
ded personality type, 1 it drop’
ambitious with fugh 5 comtncted, cloung them-
defences elves off from expenence
(¢} 13ofpasuve dependent B satufactory
type, rely on one or 5 apathetic, collapsed
two people for {widowed e1c.)
emouanal support
(d) 11 ofunmtegrated type 7 dussatufied  *
4 senile
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Although such findings must be trcated with considerable
caution, they do suggest that neither the withdrawn nor the
unwilling informant is cssential to sccurc a representative
picturc of carlier life experiences. The first, well-integrated
group would present no diflicultics. For the second and third
groups, little would be lost by taking informants from only
onc of the two post-retirement sub-categorics in cach case.
The incidence of widowhood, for example, is not consistently
rclated to carlicer life experience. And the last group would
make unrcliable informants in gencral. Of course this
tentative study gives no measure of the similar changes in
personality during childhood, youth, and carlier adulthood.
If we arce sccking cevidence from childhood, we can assume
with some confidence that there is no kind of family life which
produced exclusively a single, uninterviewable type of
personality, and is therefore inaccessible to the oral historian.
Diffcrences in personality type need to be taken into account,
with, onc hopes, perhaps cventually a more sophisticated
mecasure of normal distributions, but they do not present an
insupcrable difficulty.

To mcet the various problems raised by retrospective
representativencess, the oral historian needs to develop,
rather than the standardized random battery sample, a
method of strategic sampling: a more tactical approach such
as the ‘theoretical sampling’ advocated by Glaser and Anselm
Strauss in their The Discovery of Grounded Theory. Various
different approaches are worth considering. There are some
historical studies for which all the possible informants can be
known and approached. For others it might be best to work
through personal groups, for example interviewing members
of the same family; or interviewing married couples and
‘snowballing’ by following up with their neighbours and
friends. This would construct a picture of their social net-
works. In a local study, the most appropriate method might
be the ‘community stratified sample’, in which the aim was
not to secure a mirror of its broad distributions, but to ensure
the representation of all significant social layers within it. Or
both aims might be met, by simultaneously working with
two separate samples, the second devised on the ‘quota
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over me, you see . . . They were just going to tip it into the hold
of a boat—vhen the cranc man saw me ...

And then this old auntic . . . she used to chasc my step-mother,
because of what she was doing to me . . . She’d get a hold of usand
take us away and wash our faces and soaped us all and do what
she could for us. But she had to work, And always when she come
back at night she couldna find us you know . ..

And this particular night, I’m asleep on her doorstep . . . But
along came a lady, and I was sound aslecp on this doorstep. She
wakened me up, and asked a lot of questions . . . took me to her
house, she carried me up, and she washed, cleaned me and put me
in her own bed . . . She put me out the next morning, she had fed
me, put all nice clothes on me. .. And she give me I think it was
a penny . . . My father was in a close, in an entry, right facing. ..
He whistled, and I looked ... I thought that was great. And I
gocs to my daddy. You wouldna guess what happened. He struck
me of cverything I had ... He went to the first pawn shop,
pawned them. Pawned them. There I was left in the street again
... I went back up to the woman. And I telled her my daddy
had taken all off me ... Next thing I knew I was in court...

In the end—although not until the age of eight—she was
taken into a church home, and her brother sent to a training
ship.30

Just as in the selection of informants there are no absolute
rules, but rather a number of factors to be taken into account
by different strategies, depending on the historian’s main
aim, so there are no hard laws as to the kind of information
which can be most reliably gathered from memory. Indivi-
duals give, or receive, in their own way. Styles of interviewing
vary, and are more effective for some purposes than others—
as we shall see later. There are, of course, some common pit-
falls to avoid. For example, imprecise questioning on the
good—or bad—old days will encourage subjective impres-
sions and retrospective bias; particular facts and detailed
accounts of everyday events usually make much more useful
evidence for the social historian. This is partly because the
historian is attempting to see change from another angle; the
experience of one generation following another, rather than
that of a single life cycle. When old people say that they
enjoyed themselves more as children, or that neighbours
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were more friendly then, they may be perfectly correctly
evaluating their own lives, whether or not children find
naghbours just as friendly today Historians too easily forget
that most people are less interested in calendar years than
themselves, and do not arrange their memories with dates as
markers Awareness of thuis might reduce some of the suspi-
cions of unreliability commonly aroused by oral evidence

In generl, one of the keys lies in mutual interest Thus a
man mght be fascinated by the technological evolution of
the motor engine through s years as a garage mechanic,
but considerably less well-informed about the upbringing of
hus chuldren If, however, he found humself out of work for a
considerable penod, he might have an “astomshingly good”
memory of ‘exactly the prices of vanious food 1tems, what was
paid for house rents’, and so on It 1s true that over-interest
can also present problems An excessive concern with
Justifying the part they themselves played, as well as too
much second hand knowledge 13, no doubt, one reason why
politicians are apt, especially when not cross-questioned, to
give somewhat casual accounts of major incidents ‘My
experience 1s that memones are very faihible as a rule on
speaific events,” comments R R James, ‘very illuminating
on character and on atmosphere, matters on which docu-
ments are inadequate * Another political lustonan, Bernard
Donoughue, similarly concludes

The defects of interviews as evidence are obvious and well known
People’s memones are not perfect. But we found that providing
the sample of interviews 1s wide enough, and providing the inter-
wiewer 18 himself the specialist in the field and not using some
inexperienced rescarch assistant, then it 1s possible to check and
counter-check made and ¢l much of what 1
doubtful In any case, with biography the wniter 13 less concerned
with preeae facts of date or ime {though we often Tound 1t pos-
sible to cstablish these details through checking with several
nterviews) than with p and Jotal
requirements 37

P P

But of personal prde and political interest make caution
necessany an evalusting the recollections of politainns, with
ordinary people sheer lack of interest 1s lihely to affect thewe
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memories of national events, while pride is more likely to bea
point in other areas of life. Mclvyn Bragg, for example,
discovered that it was pointless trying to collect information
on important but historic events like Acts of Parliament or
international incidents which to Wigton people were remote:

A man will talk of the Second World War, not in terms of Rommel
or Montgomery or Eisenhower, but in a way in which everyone
who served under those generals would understand. And poverty
in the Thirties to a woman with six children would not be in
terms of coalition governments and social legislation and trade
union demands, but soup-kitchens, shoes for the family, the mem-
ory of a day’s outing to the scaside—the common body of daily
life.38

So in this case we come back to a detailed reliability for
memory of everyday facts.

It is partly due to less interest, but also to a much briefer
opportunity for incorporating them in the memory, that onc
can observe a general tendency for recurrent processes to be
better remembered than single incidents. Thus a farm
worker, in recalling an angry exchange with a farmer, may
find the incident hard to place in time, and perhaps confusc
the details with those of another similar occasion. But ask
him about preciscly how he handled his horses while
ploughing, and it will be very, very rare for him to be wrong.
A child’s memories of King Edward VII's Coronation Day
arc likely to be much less substantial than thosc of regular
playmates and play places. As David Jenkins obscrves of the
village communities of south-west Wales, ‘what is most
accuratcly remembered is what has been periodically
recalled and this is usually material concerning people;
memory is much less reliable when it concerns events that
ncither recurred nor were consistently recalled’.??

This docs not mcan that it is impossible to reconstruct an
cvent with oral evidence. But it is likely to prove a more
difficult task, and unless this gencral tendency is understood,
it may lcad to scrious misunderstandings. In his study of
Henry Ford’s devclopment of the popular, mass-produced
motor car, Allan Nevins was able to make rich use of oral
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evidence 1n grving body to the story which he found in the
company’s documents For example, he could use st to
establish Ford’s own personal methods of working 1 the
factary, lke lus avordance of office work and letter answerng,
and to separate the vanous roles in the team work which
went into the crucial Model T design But 1n dating the
mtroduction of the moving assembly line, he found that
some Ford workers confused the first ‘genwmine attempt’ of
1912 with an ‘episodic  rope hauling experiment’ of four
years carher Others correctly confirmed that there had not
been a regular moving assembly line before the later date
Nevins comments, as a veteran oral historian, that ‘any
man’s recollection of past events 15 untrustworthy” But he
knows how to use evidence effectively A contrasting case of
the msunderstanding of evidence 1s provided by Tom
Harnsson’s Ltoing through the Blitz (3976}, which seeks to
show that for wartime lustory ‘the only valid information

18 that recorded at the time on the spot’ In doing so, he not
only farls to notice the clear signs of social prejudice and
blindness, and of ‘whisthng 1n the dark’ to Aeep the spmts
up, which affected Mass Observation’s on the spot reports,
but also the fact that contemporacies did not always know
what was happening He then goes on to show that over tsme
many detads of incidents are forgotten, or perhaps even
reconstructed from other occasions or other sources Thus 13
certamly true tndeed, some people can even believe that
they actually saw an incident, such as an arr rad, which they
n fict expenienced at sccond hand, through the newspapers
orlocal talk Nor s 1t any more surpnising to learn that when
hie published retrospeetive attachs on the incompetence of
Coventry and of Southampton's ity leadershup duning the
stike (bolstered by the subsequently established fact that the
myyor of Southampton had fled by tran to a country re-
treat), thus produced 2 semes of Tebuttals and counter
memones, with Joenl aldermen retrospectively prawsing their
own efforts A conteoversial public exchange of this Jund
maumzes bias from both personal prde and pohucal
interest But nothung in Liing Through the Bhitz suggests that

we should have any Jess confidence 1 memones of
1
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cvents and relationships, in the factory, the bread queue, the
air raid shelter, or at home.40

In the end, however, while there are useful guidelines, it
must be emphasized that there are no absolute rules to
indicate the reliability of oral evidence, any more than that
of other historical sources. The basic tests of reliability which
we shall consider in detail in the final chapter—searching
for internal consistency, cross-checking details from other
sources, weighing evidence against a wider context—are just
the same as for other sources. All are fallible and subject to
bias, and cach has varying strengths in different situations.
In somec contexts, oral evidence is the best; in others it is
supplementary, or complementary, to that of other sources.

In the ficld of family history, for example, internal
patterns of behaviour and relationships are generally inaces-
sible without oral evidence. The same is often true, in
studying a strike, of the details of informal local organization,
or of deviant behaviour such as blacklegging, or the normal
devices like stealing fuel which helped families to survive
with no income. The extreme case is the history of an under-
ground movement, such as the secret Jewish organizations in
Nazi territory at the time of the Second World War. Yad
Washem, the great Archive of the Holocaust in Jerusalem,
has collected, besides some thirty million written documents
relating to the persecution and extermination of Jewish
communities in the Fascist period, altogether 25,000 oral
testimonies. Collection was begun as early as 1944, and,
immediately after the end of the war, offices were set up in
many parts of Germany and elsewhere for collecting evi-
dence. Several of these centres are still active. They have
collected 2 wide range of material on social and cultural life,
partly in order to preserve some record of communities whose
history would otherwise have died with them. Much more
remarkable has been the ability to reconstruct, step by step,
with the exactness and the patience which is needed for
evidence which may need to be proved in court—and has
regularly been tested in this way—accounts of both the
persecution and resistance to it. When a large part of the
Nuremberg trial evidence was subsequently lost by the
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Russtans, Yad Washem was able to reconstruct three~quarters
of the mussing documents As one of the archive’s proneers,
Balt hadun, knew from first-hand eapenence 1n Berlan,
offial documentation could not possibly provide an ade-
quate record of the activity of Jewish leaders and thar
sympathizers who, 1n order to evade detection by the Gestapo,
were forced always to meet in private, and to use spoben
commumication only Yad Washem has indeed succeeded 1n
preserving a hustory wiuch, as he argued, wntten documents
could never represent—‘Was mcht 1n die archiven steht’ 4

More often, the role of oral evidence 1s less dramatic,
compl y or suppl ry, rewterpretng and filling
n gaps and weaknesses 1 the documents The census of
occupations, for example, 1s @ very unsatisfactory record of
secondary and part-time occupations Through interviews 1t
1 possible to discover how a tradesman combined hs craft
with sunmng 2 public house, or a casual worker took 2
senes of occupations 1n a seasonal cycle, or many women
desersbed as housewaves took 1 work at home or went out to
part time jobs The labourer, ‘that catch all title favoured
by the Census enumerators, turns out 10 many cases nat to
have been a labourer at all, but a man with a defimite
calling~—a holder-up in the shipyards, a winch man at the
docks, a well-digger or dramner 1 the countryside, a carmer
or a freclance navvy’ Conversely, as a Divisional Inspector
of Munes observed 1n 1912, ‘You may have 2 perfectly good
Quarryman working three weeks or 2 month 1z a quarry, and
anather ime he s a farm Jabourer or working on some other
work altogether 42 Such compl could not be caught by
the single entry of the ¢ensus record, even of the enumerator
Wassensitine to them  Ang since for more recent periods the
sndivadual entoes are anyway not available, m the meanume
1t may alia be more accurate 1o 3 quanttatine as well 2s 2
qualitatve zense fo use oral evidence

Ofwhatvalue would be the know ledge that 30% of the workersin
& particular plant were Polush, if we knew from presious imves~
tgahons that (s geographieal unee was far too large to be mean-
5ful® On the other hand, the response of an mformant that a
ungle depactment, say metal fimshing, possessed a work fo t
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was 909, Polish might be off by a few points, or even by as much
as 10 or 15%, but it would be far closer to the truth than the
census estimate, which would be unable to go any further than
specifying that 309, of the workers in the plant were Polish.43

Similarly, while court records and newspapers might pro-
vide the best evidence for a dispute over common rights,
or the numbers of poachers convicted month by month, oral
sources could be essential to discover how the commons were
normally used, or how the poaching system with its receivers,
regulars, and casuals was actually organized. In his study of
Headington Quarry, Raphael Samuel found oral history
most useful in explaining the social structure and pattern of
everyday life, least helpful in understanding a crisis, such asa
political riot, and a prolonged dispute over schoo! discipline,
for which the contemporary documentation was richer.
Interviews nevertheless probably do offer the best method
for assessing the normal means used by teachers across the
country for maintaining discipline in class. One critic of
The Edwardians, contending that ‘interesting reminiscences
ought not to be offered as a substitute for a clear under-
standing’, asserted that ‘it is quite misleading to say that
Edwardian teachers resorted en masse to corporal punish-
ment. The debate over corporal punishment in State schools
had begun in the 18gos, if not before, and many School
Boards had begun to restrict its use even if the N.U.T.
protested at its complete abolition. A knowledge of the
N.U.T.’s journal, The Schoolmaster, would have indicated
this.” This journal does indeed show that there was debate.
And one could also learn from the School Board Chronicle that
teachers were demanding the right to use the cane. But it is
certainly not possible to gain from these documents any kind
of evidence of the extent to which corporal punishment was
normally tolerated anywhere, as it is from the witness of the
children themselves.44

For such an issue—as for many others—oral sources can
bring evidence to bear from a wholly new direction. And as
we have seen earlier, this will often change the nature of the
historian’s question too. In a local urban history, for example,
the townspeople themselves will pressforward for description:
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The shopkeeper steps out of the columns of hus ledger hook to be-
come a busy, pushy man, d for his penny pinching ways,
the rent collector comes round on a Monday mormng, wing-
collzred and straw hatted, only to be told that mother 1s out, the
rmaster printer turns out to dabble sn slum property, to have a
close interest 1n a public house, and to share fus warchouse with a
furnisher

Themmer, whofrom the tradeumion record ean be seenonly
1m commuttee, now shows humsclf at work, and with hus farmly

Clasy relations can be esplored at the pomt of production
rather than by their distant echo, perfunctonly recorded, if at
all, sn Trades Counail Minute Books, or the surviving records of
the local trade union branch the workplace, instead of baing
merely histed as plant, can be explored as a socil arena 43
The history of the fanuly shufts from the statstical analysis
of burth intenvals, to focus on chuld, mother, and father in the
household economy and the family life cycle Both the focus,
and the textuse, of history are changed 1 a way that only
oral evidence could bring about

Above all, in contrast to any other hustonical document,
ord evidence comes from a hving source If 1t scems nus-
leading, 1t 13 posssble to ask more And an formant can also
correct a hustonan who has musunderstood Documents
cannot answer back, but oral history 15 @ two-way process
1t 13 not sndependent of documents, but can indeed lead to
their discovery And living people can offer a histonan more
than mere evidence As George Evart Lvans foresees
mwore tmportant still, they will be able through their memanes to
gude the student and the ordinary enquirer to the relevant sec-
tor of the documentary maze that 1s y early becomung larger and
more complicated But the future student s not likely to be
troubled 3o much by the question, B8 here fo fook? (a computenzed
1aformatien bureau should be able to deal with that with com
Parative ease) as the problem, Hhat to look for? Amud such a
vast coverage of n past age where 15 he to begin? The memornies
L] )M men still have of that age will be relable first indscators of
:‘d‘“" he should search, because 1t 18 1n the minds of men theme
d\\u through a process of snstinctive sclection, that

€ nreas of iterest, that are vital to man as an N
weill most probably reman <6
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Projects

OraL history is peculiarly suited to project work. This is
because the essential nature of the method is itself both
creative and co-operative. It is true that oral evidence once
collected can be used by the traditional independent scholar
who works only in the library. But this is to miss one of the
key advantages of the method—the ability to locate new
evidence exactly where it is wanted, through going out into
the field. And field-work to be successful demands human
and social skills in working with informants, as well as
professional knowledge. This means that oral history projects
of any kind start with unusual advantages. They demand a
range of skills which will not be monopolized by those who
are older, expert, or best at writing, so they allow co-opera-
tion on a much more equal basis. They can bring not only
intellectual stimulation, but sometimes, through entering
into the lives of others, a deep and moving human experience.
And they can be carried out anywhere—for any community
of people carries within it a many-sided history of work,
family life, and social relationships waiting to be drawn
out,

Oral history projects can take place in many different
contexts, both as individual and as group enterprises: in
schools, colleges, and universities; or in adult education
groups, from museums, or from community centres. Although
sharing many features, each context provides a distinctive
emphasis which carries its own advantages and its own
problems. We shall therefore look at them in turn. And
because the discussion is meant to be a practical one, we shall
recount the particular experience of several projects which
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have been carried out recently. The ideas which fllow are
not just ideal suggestions, but have been shown to work.

Let us begin with schools, Since an oral history project is 2
complex and time-consuming operation, the fisst question
any teacher is likely to ask js why give it a place in the cur-
siculum at all? The educational arguments can be sum-
marized briefly, A concrete objective and a direct product
are provided for project work, Discussion and co-operation
are promoted. Children are helped to develop their Ianguage
skills, 2 sense of evidence, their social awareness and
mechanical aptitudes, For history teachers oral history
projects have the special advantage of opening up locally
selevant history for exploration. But they have also been
successlully used in teaching English, social studies, environ-
mental studies, geography, or integrated studies; and, in
varying forms, at any stage of social and intellectual develop-
ment between the ages of five and eighteen,

Any school project in oral history should assist children
towards a much sharper appreciation of the nature of evi-
dence, because they will be divectly involved in its collection.
This may come as a revolutionary and undesicable idea to
suthors and publishers who dishike school projects which
create their own resources, or indeed to some professional
historians, But at a simple level, in collecting anccdotes and
memories of how people lived in the past, how they dressed,
childcen’s games, the changing landscape~—however primi-
five thelr interviewing or recording technique may be—
children are collecting evidence. At the same time, they
}m‘umc creatively imolved in assessing it. They face basic
isues: when to trust or to doubt information, or how to
organize a set of facts, They experience, at a practical fevel,
history ay a process in the re-creation of the past. Like young
srchacologists, they are given spades in the place of lectures
=taken 16 the coalface to hew as historical researchers. And
because they are collecting from sources which i
have nat used, they have a chance of put”
©idence together in a piece of history of th
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printing a booklet combining photographs and transcripts,
or by an exlubition which makes use of all these means
together

Finally, fundamental social skalls can be learnt Through
interviewing itself, children may develop some of the tact
and patience, the ability to commumcate, to hsten to others
and to make them feel at ease, which 1s needed to secure
mformation To interview you have to behave as an adult,
you cannot giggle Children can be helped to learn to move
m an adult world At the same time, they may gain not only
a vivid ghimpse of how life was in the past, but a deeper
understanding of what 1t 13 like to be somebody else, and
how other people’s expenence, 1 the past and today, 1s
different from their own—and why thuis might be They can
thus be helped both to understand and feel empathy with
others, and to face conflicting values and attitudes to hfe

So much for the theory What about the practice? We can
best turn to some examples of projects which have worked
The first 15 from a pnmary school

At a county primary school in Cambridge, Sallie Purkis
has used oral history with the youngest age groups She
began with a progect, carned out over half a term on two
afternoons a week, with a first-year (five-year olds’) class of
twenty cluldren It was a diverse group some of the children
came from abroad, and while mine children could not read,
others were very bnght The project was to be their first ever
expenence in learming history One of 1ts objectives was to
make this first encounter exciting and interesting, and to get
the chuldren to feel that they could collect historical evidence,
and that history was real, and relevant to their own present
It was an advantage that the project was carned out mn a
school without subject boundaries, so that she could launch
casily into art work, English, 1nd outside visits

She chose as a conerete starting pomt a photograph, sug-
gested by a local libranan, of the school atself sixty years
carher, just opened, with 1ts first pupils standing among the
bulders’ rubble ‘The chuldren were immediately interested
by thus commenting on the puptls’ clothes They worked out
where the photograph had been taken from, and how old
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these first children would now be—in other words, as old as
their own grandparents. Following this, ‘grandma’ was
chosen as the key symbolic figure of the project (aunts or
other relatives could be substituted)—and it turned out that
it was a novel experience for grandparents to be involved in
the school. Tape recorders were not used, but a written
questionnaire was sent out. It was composed after discussion
with the children, and, in retrospect, was too long, for it
produced more material than could be organized satis-
factorily—a few questions would have been quite sufficient.
Most but not all of the grandmas responded, and one child,
who called himself a ‘historian’ by the end of the project,
interviewed three people. Another produced a typescript.
There was thus an abundance of good material.

Sallie Purkis made a reading book for the class by selecting
extracts on particular topics and writing them out herself.
The first topic was ‘What Grandma Said About Clothes’—
men’s clothes, women’s clothes, and shoes—one child’s
grandfather was a shoemaker. The children drew these. They
also brought in photographs, often very precious, so that
they had to be protected in plastic; these made a big show,
and the children proudly identified with them. Then objects
began to be brought in—garments, irons, and so on. Some
of them were rather overwhelming, like ‘the hat my father
wore at grandfather’s funeral’, in a big box marked NOoT TO
BE OPENED. Some of the children went on to reading
(although it was difficult to find suitable books for this age
group). Other children made a model clothes shop out of
shoeboxes. The class went on a museum visit. All the children
wrote essays—on shopping for clothes, on washing day; and
on ‘Grandma Day’. For the climax of the project without
doubt was Grandma Day: the afternoon when, to their
own very apparent enjoyment, the grandmas were invited
up to school for talk and tea with the children.

Next, we can look at some projects with older children. At
a middle school (nine to twelve-year-olds) in the New Town
of Milton Keynes, for example, where the system of team
teaching is used, Chris Stafford carried out a local history
exhibition project. Children opted for the project, so that
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they started with some interest 1 1t They drew up through
discussion a quite ambitious hist of questions, onleisure, home,
and school, and took these to informants, whom they found
themselves When the first recordings were made, they were
played back to groups in the class, who would ask questions
about what had been said, and the chuld who had made the
recording would then go back to the informant One out-
standing informant, discovered by a child whose normal
commutment to schoolwork was notably low, was a retwred
Wolverton railway worker, who was provoked to further
memones by being supplied with a Iocally pubbshed auto-
biography with which he disagreed, Bill Elhott’s Pianos and
Hernngs Thus resulted 1n a lvely argument about rehigion
Extracts from tapes, along with sections of transcnpts, and
family trees and retrographs, were put nto the exhibition
Locally, the extubition proved a considerable success, and
the Wolverton railwayman was so delighted that he subse-
quently remounted his own part of it 1n hus front parlour
At a comprehensive school m outer London, Swanley,
Carlos Hood uses proect work as an element 1n fourth year
(sixteen year olds’) humanties courses For example, 1n a
Summer term course on the Second World War Home Front
taken by 400 chuldren, the classes helped to devise questions
naures, and then took them out, recording answers in wntten
form Nearly all were able to complete this as a homework
assignment over a period of two or three weeks A smaller
group of twenty five children then chose to go on to wrnte
:}: lkr;dmdu:xl projects of their own, over a peniod of six
¢
In a Manchester comprehensive school, Ruth Frow has
also used oral history for fourth year children This was a
remedial elass who were taking a GS T local hustory course
é"\“l)' assessed on praject work They did not respond to
tmonstritions by experts of how to interview, but were
much more 1nterested when a voluble old lady, one of the
p’!onccr gettlers of the district, was brought 1 to talk to
:\\cmsnllhuugh €ven so they remained virtually tongue-tied
flerwands, however, they all worked hard on the pro-
Jeet One carned out a tape-recorded interview with s
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grandmother, asking the questions which they had worked
out in class discussion. And the school truants in the
class insisted on continuing with the project even when sus-
pended.

She also played the tape from this project to a first-
year mixed-ability class of eleven-year-olds. This resulted
in an uncxpectedly striking success story. One pupil, John
Macdonald, was so fired with enthusiasm that he started his
own ‘Rescarch in Old Peoples Home’. They drew up a list of
questions together and he successfully wrote down the life-
story of one eighty-five-year-old resident. He then went on to
tape recording. He did well with his own grandmother, but
he failed spectacularly with a stone-deaf roe-year-old ex-
Chinesc missionary, despite a heroic persistence in repeating
the same question time and again. And the project came to
a sudden end when John Macdonald formed a group and
asked to interview Ruth Frow herself, explaining that they
intended to interview all ‘old’ people.

Oral history with remedial or truant groups in schools has
also been carried out, for example, in Basingstoke, and in the
United States at the Pennsylvania Advancement School,
where it is part of a general interviewing programme to
‘turn the kids on’ with a focus on ‘How to live in an urban
society’. In general, probably the most striking achievements
with oral history projects among older children have been in
American high schools. We may take two as examples.

Gainesville, Florida, is a relatively new town, in which the
schools had to surmount a period of acute racial tension after
they were forced to integrate by a court order just before
1970. In this context, Barbara Gallant organized an inter-
disciplinary programme, which focused on issues such as the
nature of liberty, justice, and ‘the good life’. Interviewing
old people was conceived of as one way of showing how ways
of looking at life could differ. The project began—after
introductory talks by an oral historian and local history
experts—with a general discussion in class of topics to ask,
and then practice interviews with members of their own
families—which provided a complete cross-section of the
community, black and white, and all kinds of religion and
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class Some of these interviews were then played back and
discussed cntically 1n class

We had students write a senes of questions, and we listed all the
questions on the board They asked very, very general gquestions
ke, ‘How was life back fifty years ago compared to what 1t 13
today?' 1t came to be obvious that nobody was going to get an
answer to a question like that, sa they began to put together some
more specific questions After they got to some spearfic questions,
they worked on follow up questions ~ We spent a good deal of
tume on thus, and then we spent another day or two playing around
with tape recorders, the ones they were going to use on this pro-
gramme There were six to be used by 100 students
We divided them up nto teams of three—one person would do
theactualinterviewing, the second personwould bethetechmeaan,
et ter Then came the prob-
recorders to thirty-
' R calendar up on the
board, and you say the final date 18 such and such, and each day
that nobody puts hus name down you gently remund them that
there are going to be a lot of people who won’t get the tape re-
corders on the last mght It's a horrendous thing trying to get
tape recorders back and out to the next person when you are
teaching five other classes  (But) we got thurty fine mterviews

Ina subsequent year she faced the still more difficult chal.
Ienge of five classes of sensor students, who were also attend-
ng vocational schools 1n the morning, and spending much of
the day 1n bys Journeys, and by the time they reached her in
1n the last period of the day were thoroughly alienated

Five classes of kids who hated school, didn’t want to stay i
schoot, didn’t want any part of t . They had been in class for
0 penods they didn’t want to take in the afternoon before 1'd
E!m therm Wathin the last month two of them have been sent to
‘\c ;hsc:phm: school, Mountaun Top, {not by me but by other
ut;lt iers) because of therr behaviour They have disappeared from
cnet Two of them have llegrumate cluldren at home, and they
;\'ﬁ 10 run home and take care of them. It’s not exactly the land
L group you would expect would want to go out and do a very
exating research project
_nll has been very interesting It has not been totally suceessfisl
1€y would not do school integrauon They sad they were bared
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zf‘cxtncably mtertwined Of cuning burns and bleeding by
el healing they say, ‘Stoppin’ blood’s just like drawin’ out

“re .. You do 1t with th’same verse and th'same words’
¢ 0d of planting by the moon
iz ake taters On th'dark of th’mpon or th’old of th'moon—that's
M{:‘hﬂ quarter, they make less vine, and on th'light of th’'moon
p-hey makes more vine and less tater...Th'Lord put th'signs
“iere for us t'go by. It's all in th'Bible th'ugns of th'stars, moon,
wjun, and all You've got to follow all these signs if you do nght.
yDon't you know the signs?

& To get schoolchuldren to bring together matenal of this
quality 1n a regular quarterly magazine, even after winning
~the confidence of the people of old mountain communities,
thas taken great orgamzing shill and imagnation over several
years—especially when it remains, as any oral history
; project must, just one aspect of a school’s programmes,
exating some pupils, but by no means alf
Elot Wigginton starts with a relatively brief preparation
for interviewing 1n the classroom

Weallustrate, for example, the need for a tape recorder by telling
a short story 1n the class, and then the next day without telling
them the reason for telling the story at all come into class and say,
‘Let’s take out a piece of paper and a penail and retell that story
that I told you yesterday’, T use a few detauls, say 1t's a hunting
story, I can say, “When T caught that bear, I took a stick about
six and half fect long, and 1 did this wath 1t, and then I took a
couple of rawhide thongs and T did thisand T *—that kund of
thing T tell astory that’s got some detals mn 1t that a kid would be
forced to remember You'd be amazed how off the kids are i
their repetitions of that story,

This leads on to a discussion of how to get a good nterview
The key 15 genuine cunosity

The kid should not be wandenng around and looking out of the
window and drumming on the floor ... You may get into an
Intenview situation that you expected to take a half an hour and 1t
may i fact go into four hours if somebody gets cranking They've
g0t to be cunous ., .

You tell them that the cardinal uin of interviewing 18 to getinto
Rquaton-and answerpattern., . . get or




148 THE VOIGCE OF THE PAST

responses and then ask another question on a totally different sub-
ject ... What you want an informant to do is to get onto a topic
and then begin to expand, and inside that expansion all kinds of
things happen. You try to get the kids to ask the same question a
hundred different ways. You know, ‘How did you doso-and-such?
Well, did anybody else in your house do it differently ?* You keep
them beating around inside that topic as much as possible—
‘Have you ever heard of it being done in another way?’ Then if
possible you give the kids some information before they go outona
topic that they can carry with them, like other alternative means
of doing something . . . (And) you have to remind the kid that he
can’t cut off the people once they get going. If they start telling
stories . . . bear hunting stories, the worst thing you can train a
kid to do is cut him off and say, ‘No, wait a minute! I don’t want
bear stories. I want how to tan a hide ...’

This preparatory stage is kept quite short. As soon as possible
pupils are sent out into the field for their first interview.
They go for the first time either with a staff member, or
another more senior and experienced pupil. Initial inter-
views are set up in advance, to make sure that the experience
is with a sympathetic informant. Once the children become
more confident, they go out into the field on their own with-
out any staff members. And they begin with relatively small
topics—how one woman made soap, smaller things of that
sort’—and gradually work up to bigger topics.

Eliot Wigginton’s most remarkable achievement, however,
is in devising an organization for publication which makes the
fullest possible use of the material which the pupils collect:

We do many kinds of articles. I’ll give you a few illustrations. We
got a call from another magazine one time that said, ‘We're
doing an article on various ways that you can tell what the weather
is going to be like this year . . .” We had six or eight in a file, anfi
we said, ‘Okay, I’ll tell you what. You call us back at 3.30 this
afternoon and we’ll have something for you’. You take two class
periods and just about every kid who is working on the magazin¢
—fifty-five kids—and you say, ‘Okay, you guys right there, you
take Kelly’s Creek. You guys take Betty’s Creek, etc., and you go
out and ask everybody you run into what weather signs, what
specific weather signs they can remember, and you be back here
in an hour and forty-five minutes.” We got something like 110
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weather signs 1n an hour and forty five minutes that we never even
surpected psted, and those appeared on three or four pages m-
wde The Foxfire Book

Another kind of mterview we do 1s the personality type m-
teriew We usually feature one person m each isue In this
particular assuc 1t s 2 woman named Ada Kelly, who’s a grand-
mother that hves 1n our section The kids who are responsible for
the Ada helly article go back and interview her at least three or
fourtimes  The kids will organuze all that together and present
1t Meanwhile, 1f the folklorist wants to see all of the ongmal
materal, we have all the oryginal transeripts plus all the original
tapes
With an ongoing orgamzation, 1t becomes possible for each
successive year of pupils to help not only each other, but
following years They are encouraged to choose their own
subjects But very often they collect much more than they
need for their own purposes

He may have gone out for ghost stones and come back with fif-
teen hunting stories also When a kid gets the transcriptions all
made and you have a carbon, he cuts out of the carbon the mater-
1l that he needs for hus article, his ghost stones  but somebody
else in the elass may be collecting hunting stomes ~ He puts those
together fmd says, Here, you can add these to your article’ The
s;xly that's collecting hunting stories may do the same for the
gmmmcq article, 1n other words, they all plug 1n with each
fun cr ’\r\c get twenty or thirty articles usually going at the same
bn: . a kud comes back with a chunk of information that 15 not
b g dealt with at that time, we have what we call an ‘Articles n-
mf:xmbuon Fale’ Then next year, 1f a lad wants to pick up
o subject and carryst on he can pick up that interview
mcdgﬂ on with 1t, So all the matenal gets utilized, all of 1t gets
in one way or another

abihm Wigginton's Foxfire project 15 undoubtedly a remark-
— tem:rpmc, an example which needs to be thought
tery closely There can be no doubt that for many

puptls snvoh ement 1n
it proves 3 transforming ex
one puts 5 F B

Iy

u: l%z:td through Foxfire  to express myself and communi-

tung] \tI; by actually teaching a younger kud how to do some-
camed to appreciate the value of teaching and become
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excited when I see thekid’seyes lightup . . . Then moresignificant
than that, I've learned to appreciate the value of people working
together, people being dependent on each other ... It’s made a
difference in my life.2

So much for examples of projects which have worked. But
for the teacher who is considering just starting, this very
successmay seem daunting. What about the normal problems
which can be expected in an oral history project?

First, there are those of organization. Oral history work is
essentially a small group activity, and difficult to organize in
large classes. Some problems can be overcome by advance
preparation—for example, by making pre-interview contact
with old people, groups of children can be sent out inter-
viewing while others are discussing material already collected
in the class. But there can be no doubt that projects benefit
greatly from situations in which teaching is organized on a
team basis, or the curriculum favours inter-disciplinary
work—and it is perhaps an argument for them that they
point to fundamental issues in school organization.

Secondly, there is the question of equipment. Oral history
work does not depend on the existence of recorders, although
it can be much more fully developed with them. If the
school’s policies towards equipment and its use are generous,
it is certainly feasible to teach children the mechanical skills
of handling them. Indeed, with the most recent cassettes
which incorporate automatic level controls, the technical

roblems are much reduced.

Thirdly, subjects have to be well chosen. They must
interest each particular group of children. For younger age
groups, family history is particularly suitable. It helps a
child-centred approach, drawing on the child’s own access to
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or shops and trading, or of successive patterns of Immigra-
> tion. With the help of a local newspaper, in some cases it
* may even prove possible to trace some representative of most
- of the families who lived there forty or sixty years ago. It will
- certainly provide the teacher with a physical basis for a
class project which could combine photography, the collec-
“tion of records and topographical data, searches of archives
and newspaper files, as well as interviewing,

Next, the children must learn some of the personal skills
needed in the interview, which is not always easy. They can
practisc by imcrviewing the teachers themselves, or members
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tron of records and topographical data, searches of archuves
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pracuse by mterviewng the teachers themselves, or members
of their own famuly Or old people can be asked up to the
school, although thus normally proves much more successfitl
1n an nformal small group, rather than 1n front of 2 whole
class Indeed there 15 a danger of leading children through
such 2 demonstration to think of old people as hustorical
objects, rather than valued for themselves Children can also
be ashed to wnte their own autobiographes, partly from
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excited when I see thekid’seyes lightup . . . Then more significant
than that, I've learned to appreciate the value of people working
together, people being dependent on each other . , . It’s made a
difference in my life.2

So much for examples of projects which have worked. But
for the tcacher who is considering just starting, this very
successmay seem daunting. What about the normal problems
which can be expected in an oral history project?

First, there are those of organization. Oral history work is
essentially a small group activity, and difficult to organize in
large classes. Some problems can be overcome by advance
preparation—for example, by making pre-interview contact
with old people, groups of children can be sent out inter-
viewing while others are discussing material already collected
in the class. But there can be no doubt that projects benefit
greatly from situations in which teaching is organized on a
team basis, or the curriculum favours inter-disciplinary
work—and it is perhaps an argument for them that they
point to fundamental issues in school organization.

Secondly, there is the question of equipment. Oral history
work does not depend on the existence of recorders, although
it can be much more fully developed with them. If the
school’s policies towards equipment and its use are generous,
it is certainly feasible to teach children the mechanical skills
of handling them. Indeed, with the most recent cassettes
which incorporate automatic level controls, the technical
problems are much reduced.

Thirdly, subjects have to be well chosen. They must
interest each particular group of children. For younger age
groups, family history is particularly suitable. It helps a
child-centred approach, drawing on the child’s own access to
family memories and documents, and at the same time
encourages parents or grandparents to participate in the
work of the school. With older groups, a much wider range
of choices and suggestions can be picked, not only from the
examples in this chapter, but also from the discussion in
Chapters 2 and 9. But perhaps one idea may be given a
special mention at this point: a project which focuses on the
story of a particular street. It is not always easy to see any
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Bu.t althqugh old wh'{tc people can be interviewed by black
f:lnldrcn in clubs, racial tension and apprehensiveness makes
it very difficult to arrange for this in their homes. There is
also a special need in this situation for an integrating theme
—such as the rclationship between industrialization and
migration. It is undoubtedly an arca in which more experi-
mentation is needed.

What can be done with the fruits of oral history projects
afterwards? They can be mounted as exhibitions, along with
the photographs and other records which a successful project
will normally bring to light. They can be brought together
into sound and slide lectures, or published as local booklets
or newspaper articles. Afterwards, recordings can be depo-
sited in the public library or muscum. Wherever possible, a
continuing, active relationship with the local community
should be built up through returning to it the material
collected in some form.

Finally, we nced to beware against too easy success. Oral
history projects can only be carried out successfully by skilled
tcachers in carcfully considered contexts. Careless exercises
could icad to considerable offense being caused, for example,
by the tactless release of damaging (or libellous) information.
And the advantages of the approach would be largely
destroyed if over-prepared, centrally produced materials
camc into usc. For the same reason, the final product should
not aim for a technical standard beyond the reach of the
children. It is essential for them to be involved at every stage
in the process, and to recognize their own contribution at the
end. If oral evidence becomes just another source material in
teaching, its hold on the imagination will be lost.

Many of these points apply equally to projects in higher
education, in colleges and universities, where there has
again been much successful work in oral history.

The organization of the curriculum is here, too, an
important issue. In principle, it is possible to carry out group
projects—and not just in history. At Nottingham University,
for example, an English course was devised by Sheila Smith
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problems of its use in formulating and testing hypotheses,
and of generalization, including techniques of sampling.

The next stage is for each student to seek out an informant
and conduct an interview on a topic of their own choice.
The topic may of course be one which suggests itself through
the discovery of a particular informant. Sometimes students
find considerable difficulty in locating a suitable old person,
and this is particularly true with a group project with its
subject already defined. In that case they can either be given
direct assistance, or the delay can be covered by bringing in
an already known informant (of some confidence) whom
they can question together as a group. These first interviews
are then again discussed and evaluated. They are also at Jeast
partly transcribed, so that the principles of transcription, and
the differences between spoken and written communication,
can be considered.

The students then go on to mini-projects of their own,
conducting a series of interviews and writing up an evalua-
tion of their method and findings, including a model list of
questions which could be used in a more extended project
involving more than one interviewer. In many cases these
small exploratory projects have proved the starting-points for
full graduate research dissertations.

The choice of the topic is clearly critical. We have found it
possible for a single student, undergraduate or graduate,
working alone on a vacation project, to make a real contri-
bution to historical knowledge through new field-work. It is
best (although not essential and for some subjects intrinsic-
ally impossible) if interviews can be combined with research
in archives or on local newspapers. It is also important to
choose a subject which is relevant to wider historical issues
as well as a sufficiently defined and localized theme. Tt will fail
if potential informants are too scattered to be traced rela-
tively quickly. Some examples of subjects which have proved
creative, but manageable, are studies of various East Anglian
village communities; neighbourhood and class relations in 2
Nottingham slum and in fishing ports; migrant hop-pickers,
the recruitment of schoolteachers, and the Essex militgry
tailoring industry; domestic economy among farm Jabouring
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boundaries which separated the rough end of a street from the
respectable, thefront houses from the back, the boys’ space from the
girls’. Following the grid of the pavement you will come upon
one space that was used for ‘tramcars’, another for hopscotch, a
third for Jump Jimmy Knacker or wall games. ‘Monkey racks’
appear on the High Street, where young people went courting on
their Sunday promenades, while the cul-de-sac becomes a place
where woodchoppers had their sheds and costers dressed their
barrows . . . (And similarly in) particular woods or fields . . . here
mushrooms could be found or rabbits trapped; there potatoes
were dug or horses illegally grazed, or long summer days were
spent at haymaking or harvest. . . .

Or again, instead of taking a locality itself as the subject, the
historian might choose instead as the starting point some element
of life within it, limited in both time and place, but used as a win~
dow on the world ... It would be good to see this attempted
for nineteenth-century London. A study of Sunday trading in
Bethnal Green, including the war waged upon it by the open-air
preachers; of cabinet-making in South Hackney, or of Hoxton
burglars . . . would take one closer to the heart of East End life
than yet another précis of Hector Gavin’s Sanitary Ramblings . ..
Courting and marriage in Shepherd’s Bush, domestic life in Acton,
or Roman Catholicism among the laundrywomen and gasworkers
of Kensal Green might tell one more about the growth of subux:bs
than logging the increase of streets ... The study qf s:ocxal
structure, too, might be made more intimate and realistic if the
approach were more oblique, and focused on activity and re-
lationships. A study of childhood in Chelsea (of whom you cou-ld_or
couldn’t play with, of where you were allowed to go), masc_u‘lml‘ty
in Mitcham, the journey to work in Putney, or of local politics in
Finsbury, would tell us a great deal (more) about the way class
differences were manipulated and perceived, and social alle-
giances expressed in practice . . . than a more .ﬁat-footed apprgach
taking the Registrar~-General’s fivefold divisions as markers.

Tt is this approach of seeking for ‘a window on the world’
which has initially allowed Raphael Samuel to catch the
imagination of trade unionists on adult education courses at
Ruskin College, Oxford, by getting them to explore the
histories of their own occupations, and subsequex}tly to
stimulate the History Workshop movemént which is now
spawning local meetings through the districts of London and
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the provncial ates The movement’s new half yeasly
Journal, Hustery Workshop, should prowvide sufficient reassure
ance to those pessimustic enough to fear that enthusiasm
must prove incompatible with scholarly standards

Its activities do nes ertheless present a challenge to profes-
sionabism 23 such, *dedicated to making lustory a more
democratic actwty’, and attacking a situation in which
*tgerious hustory” has become a subject resenved for the
specialist Only academucs can be histonans, and they
hase their own terntonal nghts and peching orders The
great bull of historical wniting 1s never antended to be read
outside the ranhs of the profession '¢ A sumular opposition to
this view underlies the activities of many oral history groups,
such as the collection of songs and ntervicws from north
Ttahan factory workers by the Isututo Ernesto di Martiro
Milan, the joint work of the Brighton Trades Counail and
Sussex Labour History Society in the Queen Spark Books
series, or the groups which hay e produced the Lifetimes ‘group
autobiography’ from a ‘history less' overspill subuth of
Manchester, and the People s Autobiography of Hackney
from East London There 13 a parillel too 1n the nesghbour-
hood commutices which were set up n fifteen districts of
Boston to produce, from hbrary research, locating photo-
graphs and collecting memones from all kinds of people, a
bicentenary series of hustory booklets There can be no doubt
that these booklets, which were distnbuted free to resdents
m the Boston Bicentenary series or sold several thousand
copres in the case of Hachney, have brought local history to
an excepuonally wide audience But the spint in which they
are produced by co-operative work can be equally stnhing
In the Hackney group there 1s an msistence thit anyone can
tecord anyone else, and all should contnbute to the process
of presentation The purpose i3 15 much to gre prople con-
fidence 1n themselves, nd their own memones and nter-
pretatons of the past, as to produce 2 form of hustory In ths
context the professional, confident in self expression and
backed by the wuthonty of ngher degrees, becomes o posstss ¢
menace, tewnng at the roots of the project OF course a
complete absence of the wider lustorical perspectives
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expericnced historian can be equally damaging to a group’s
work. It will lead to the creation of one-dimensional historical
myths rather than to a deeper social understanding. What
is nceded is a dynamic relationship, with interpretation
developing through mutual discussion.

The success of the local group project will thus depend
partly upon how it makes use of the differing talents which
cach will bring to the work: their own life memories, ability
as technicians, knack with organizing, or skill in getting
others to talk, will be as important as a reservoir of historical
information. Probably in most projects roles can be best
divided up within a normal committee structure. Willa
Baum, for example, advises that it is much better to dissuade
both ‘the compulsive talker, and the compulsive director’,
from taking part in the interviewing work in a local historical
society project:

Both types will end up with interviews of themselves. The com-
pulsive talker will do most of the talking, in the guise of lengthy
questions . . . The compulsive director will be able to guide the
narrator into telling what the interviewer thinks is the appro-
priate account, much to the later dissatisfaction of the narrator and
the non-validity of the historical information.

So use the director-type to head up the programme, and the
talker-type to publicize the program, to raise funds for equipment,
and to put the information that is obtained into use through lec-
tures. Save the interviewing itself for the quieter people in the
group.b

A second critical factor in success is the choice of whom to
interview. This is of course true of any oral history project:
and the underlying principles remain the same. First, there
is no point in recording people whose memories are confused
or impaired, or who are too withdrawn to talk about them.
Secondly, what matters is the direct personal experience that
somebody has, rather than their formal position. This is a
particular trap for local historical societies or public libraries.
It can mean that the people chosen to record are those very
local dignitaries, such as mayors and council officials, who
have the most need for caution and thus the least to give. Itis
‘almost axiomatic’, as Beatrice Webb very correctly observed,
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\ralua!)Ic recording of all. And it is the Juxtaposition of live
experience, from all levels of society, which makes the most
telling and thought-provoking local history.

Finding a sufficient range of informants is thus a key task.
A sclf-sclected group, responding to a public notice or 2 Jocal
newspaper or radio appeal, can certainly provide the best
start for some projects, but it will rarely be representative
cnough. People can be located in many other ways: through

crsonal contracts, at old people’s workshops or clubs
through welfare workers or doctors, churches or visiting,;
organizations, even chance encounters in a shop or a public
park. It is always much easier when you can approach them
with a personal recommendation from somebody else.
Although there will be refusals, which can be disheartening,
provided that you keep a clear idea of who you are searching
for, this part of the project depends above all upon persist-
ence. But it will be worth persisting.

We can best conclude by returning again to some projects
in practice, which show some of the things which might be
done elsewhere. One example is the use of oral history in
youth club work. In London, the Passmore Edwards
Museum has shown that oral history discussion weekends
between groups of teenage children and old people can very
successfully bring understanding between the generations.
A similar approach by Dan Jacobs, a Jewish Reformed
Synagogue youth officer in Harlow, ended up with the
teenagers running an old people’s club inside their own
youth club. And in the Cambridgeshire village of Burwell,
Kieran O’Brien, as part of a plan to produce a documentary
film interpolating tape recordings, was able to institute a
‘Drop-In Club’, again within the Youth Club, for old people
collecting their pensions from the Post Office on Thursday
afternoons. They chatted with some of the youth group
over tea, leading on to recordings, articles published in the
community magazine, and so more offers of information.

Another instance illustrates co-operation between adult
education and local radio. Dennis Stuart of Keele Univer-
sity’s Adult Education Department conceived a project in
local Methodist history, with the aim of involving radio
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estate, of the life and work of the peasant sharecroppers of
the surrounding countryside. Opened in 1973, it was the
fruit of a campaign which had lasted nine years. It began in
1964 when a former peasant, Ivano Trigari, discovered an
old farming tool half-buried outside a friend’s house, locally
known as a sfadura:

The stadura is a round iron bar, fifty or sixty centimetres long,
which was used in old Bolognese ox-carts both as a brake and as
an ornament. The top of the bar was usually embellished with a
cross or other decorations, and it had one or more iron rings which
gave each cart when moving its own characteristic sound.

Trigari cleaned and polished this stadura, and put it on show
in the window of the agricultural co-operative where he
worked in the little town of Castelmaggiore. The result was
astonishing: a ‘fever for stadure’ seized the town, a competi-
tion to produce the best specimen, schoolchildren bringing
in examples sent by their fathers wrapped in paper, news of
discoveries coming from every corner. Within a few days
some twenty had been amassed, the most beautiful on display
in the front of the shop, the rest piled in a corner. The
collection became the talk of the town, drawing crowds of
old peasants from the bar and the workers’ club, the Casa del
Popolo. As they stood there looking and commenting,
Trigari listened to their memories, questioning them for
details he did not know. He realized, as he puts it, that these
oral memories could provide ‘a general fresco of an epoch
which had disappeared already, or was soon to disappear’.
The comments varied:

Some cursed the tools which reminded them how hard they had
worked in the past; others were excited, reminded of their youth.
They said that times were better now, and started exchanging
memories of the past, of times when they had to rise at two in the
morning to go ploughing; of how they had to take their ox-carts
to the rice fields to collect forage and the rice-straw which wasused
then as litter for the animals . . . And again of when they used to
take all the hemp to their landlord’s mansion or how they carried
the huge grape baskets on their heads; or of the great bundles of
firewood which were carried to the baker; or finally, of when, with
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the best cart and oxen, the stadura all shimng, the bndegroom went
to the bride’s house to take her dowry

Before long, other tools were coming i too old looms,
hemp tools, yokes, hoes, ploughs, and 5o on Qut of this grew
the 1dea of a systematic local collection of old working
implements It was taken up enthusiastically by the peasants,
who hunted through their houses and 1n disused depots, and
persuaded their friends to do the same A festa della stadura
was started to win support, which has become an annual
occasion An association was set up, the Gruppo della stadura,
which orgamzed a traveling exhibition, an ancient cart
drawn by a tractor with samples of tools, putting them on
show 1n nearby willages at fair and carmval times, or at the
celebrations of local saints’ days, and appealing for support
‘Peasants would hsten, and often contmbuted on the spot
tools, money, advice, and suggestions where further matersal
could be found * By the time that, after years of searching,
the assoctation won the present home for its museum from
the provincial adminstration of Bologna, almost 4,000
objects had been assembled “Based on an unfathing fath and
pride n their own sense of hustory’, the movement had
developed mto *a collective effort that involved afmost
everybody 1n the commumity’

A key factor 1n winnng official support had been the
backing of a group of umiversity students and researchers
gathered around Carlo Pom, Professor of Economic History
atBologna Now that the first stage of the project has reached
success with the opening of the museum, the close contact
between historzans 1n the umversity and the community 15 to
« he 15 butlding up a substanual archne
of labour contracts, estate papers, the records of peasant
organizations, and photographs It acts as a centre for semie
nars and for research tn agranan hustary At the same tme
it draws m thousands of local vusitors, especially school-
children, who are encouraged to wnite their own term papers
unng the muscum matenal It 1s also providing tramng for
;’;g’;: :‘\::? -\‘mh to start stmular ventures elsewhere some

agrinan muscums are being created in Emeha
alote, and the wdea s spreading to other provinces Perhaps
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most interesting, for the oral historian, is the encouragement
of local historical memory. Schoolchildren collect interviews
from their own villages as well as using the museum’s
records. The interview method has also been developed by
university students. And above all, peasant-historians within
the community have found a renewed confidence. One
instance will suffice to conclude: that of Giuseppe Barbieri of
S. Giovanni in Persiceto.

Aged 78, Guiseppe Barbieri, now a retired peasant, has a poor
scholastic record (he didn’t get beyond third grade) but a con-
siderable record as a local historian. His first work, a goo-page
manuscript titled ‘My memories in war and peace. Some family
remembrances’, was written in 1936. In it the then 39 year old
peasant described at length this war experience, the peasants’
working conditions in pre-WW1 Emilia, the agrarian struggle of
191g~20, and peasant reactions to national events, like the n"se of
Fascism, or to local tragedies, like the earthquake of 1929. W ritten
in ungrammatical Italian (almost a foreignlanguage to him since,
like most peasants in the area, he speaks the local dialect both at
home and work), his exercise book manuscript lay idle in his
house until 1975, when news of the peasant museum spreafi in the
region . . . Guiseppe Barbieri decided to take up pen again ...

Barbieri’s new book is to be on rural traditional structure
and daily labour. It offers, in Triulzi’s words, ‘a working
man’s answer to the scholars’ false dichotomy beh\:een the
little history of daily life and labour and the Great History of
official textbooks’. And Giuseppe Barbieri has ce.rtamly
entered his task with enthusiasm; for he hopes, in .hxs own
words, ‘to continue it quickly, while my memory is still good,
since I have passed my 77th year already and I fecl proud to
express our past’.? ] )

The spirit in which to undertake an oral history project

could hardly be better put.
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The Interview

To interview successfully requires skill. But there are many
different styles of interviewing, ranging from the friendly,
informal, conversational approach to the more formal, con-
trolled style of questioning, and good interviewers eventually
develop a variation of the method which, for them, brings
the best results, and suits their personality. There are some
essential qualities which the successful interviewer must
possess: an interest and respect for people as individuals, and
flexibility in response to them; an ability to show under-
standing and sympathy for their point of view; and, above
all, a willingness to sit quietly and listen. People who cannot
stop talking themselves, or resist the temptation to contradict
or push an informant with their own ideas, will take away
information which is either useless or positively misleading.
But most people can learn to interview well.

The first paint is the preparation, through reading and in
otl‘m ways, of background information, The importance of
this varics 3 good deal. The best way of starting off some
picces of work may be through exploratory interviews,
mapping out a field and picking up ideas and information,
With the help of these a problem may be defined, and some
of the Tesources for solving it located. The "general gathering
interview’ at the beginning of a Jocal project, like the ‘pilot
interview’ of a big survey, can be a very useful stage. And of
course there is no point in having any interview at all unless
the informant is, in some sense, better informed than oneself.
The interviewer comes to learn, and indeed often gets people
Y". talk in Just this spirit. For example, Roy Hay has found in
13 Tescarch with the Clydeside shipbuilders that quite often,
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most interesting, for the oral historian, is the encouragement
of local historical memory. Schoolchildren collect interviews
from their own villages as well as using the museum’s
records. The interview method has also been developed by
university students. And above all, peasant-historians within
the community have found a renewed confidence. One
instance will suffice to conclude: that of Giuseppe Barbieri of
S. Giovanni in Persiceto.

Aged 48, Guiseppe Barbieri, now a retired peasant, has a poor
scholastic record (he didn’t get beyond third grade) but a con-
siderable record as a local historian. His first work, a goo-page
manuscript titled ‘My memories in war and peace. Some family
remembrances’, was written in 1936. In it the then 39 year old
peasant described at length this war experience, the peasants’
working conditions in pre-WW1 Emilia, the agrarian struggle of
1919—20, and peasant reactions to national events, like the rise of
Fascism, or to local tragedies, like the earthquake of 1929. Wr}ttcn
in ungrammatical Italian (almost a foreignlanguage to him since,
like most peasants in the area, he speaks the local dialect b9th at
home and work), his exercise book manuscript lay idle in his
house until 1975, when news of the peasant museum spread in the
region . . . Guiseppe Barbieri decided to take up pen again...

Barbieri’s new book is to be on rural traditional structure
and daily labour. It offers, in Triulzi’s words, ‘a working
man’s answer to the scholars’ false dichotomy between the
little history of daily life and labour and the Great History of
official textbooks’. And Giuseppe Barbieri has ce}*tamly
entered his task with enthusiasm; for he hopes,.in his own
words, ‘to continue it quickly, while my memory is still good,
since I have passed my 77th year already and I feel proud to
express our past’.? . -

The spirit in which to undertake an oral history projec

could hardly be better put.



6

The Interview

To mterview successfully requires skill But there are many
different styles of interviewing, ranging from the frendly,
formal, conversational approach to the more formal, con-
trolled style of questioning, and good mnterviewers eventually
develop a vanation of the method which, for them, brings
the best results, and suits their personality There are some
estential qualittes winch the successful nterviewer must
possess an nterest and respect for people as individuals, and
flextbility 1n response to them, an ability to show under-
standing and sympathy for their pomt of view, and, above
all, 2 willingness to ut quietly and histen People who cannot
stop talking themscelves, or resist the temptation to contradict
or push an tnformant with thesr own 1deas, will take away
information which 13 esther useless or positively misleading
But most people can learn to interview well
‘The first pownt 13 the preparation, through reading and 1n
other ways, of background information The importance of
this vanes a good deal ‘The best way of starting off some
picces of work may be through exploratory interviews,
“’:ﬂpplng out a field and picking up 1deas and information
nt‘ll‘hh the help of these a problem may be defined, and some
m\u::;?‘::l;, fo\r, solving 1t located The ‘general gathering
intervics’ of 2 b‘ cginmng of a Jocal project, bike the ‘pilot
cotme dhem nlg sunvey, can be a very useful stage And of
e mforman uo point in having any interview at all unless
e miteon “.cl: ::smtfy sl?:\\sr: l:‘cx:‘tlc:‘ ;é\i‘o;m;d than on(:cllf
1 3 ed often gets people
lmmr:::,i:t:?}?‘?:& §°" example, Roy Hay has found tn
N ydeude shipbuilders that quite often,
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seem especially interested 1n testing your credentials to be an
oral lustorian by probing your knowledge of the subject
under discussion I have often felt, particularly at the begin-
ning of an nterview session, that they were nterviewing
me  These sort of quertes are ploys 1n status games *2

Such demanding informants are rare Nevertheless, even
with 2 more general lustorical study of 2 commumty or an
industry, 1t 1s important to pick up a knowledge of local
practices and termunology as quickly as possible John
Marshall, for example, pomnts out how musleading the
question ‘At what age did you leave school ?” could be in the
Lancashire cotton towns A former mullgir] would answer, at
fourteen, and 1t was only because he knew that the majonty
had been half tmers 1n the loom sheds long before leaving
school—a fact which they took for granted—that he then
went on to ask, ‘When did you begin work?3 Many oral
tustonans have found that a basic knowledge for work terms
3 useful, as a Ley 1o establishing mutual respect and trust
And Beatrice Webb, decades earlier, made the same pomnt
vith a charactenstic sharpness

To eros a factory insp without und ding the
distinction between a factory and a workshop 13 an imperti-
wence, Especially smportant ss a famuharity with techmcal terms
nd a correct use of them To start wterviewsng any specialist
wihout this equipment will not only be a waste of time, but may
ad 15 more or less courteous dismussal, after a few gencral re-
warky and some trite opiwons For techmeal terms areso

man) levers to Lt snto consciousness and expression the more ab-
#ruse and out-of the way facts or serics of facts, and it 1s exactly

‘6t more hudden events that are needed to complete desenptise

a2lpsand to venfy hypotheses 4

Nor s thus true only of the specialist Ttis an equal mperti-
FEIEt Yosubject numbers of working people in a communtty
r2nsndustry to questions, without first ensuring, as fir a3
Vf“ﬂ"ﬁ that they are historcally relevant 1nd correctly
Fr28ed for the Jocal context
s derstudy of socinl change, dependingon a rela

" petum of snformants, also demands }7,

2

;
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carcful preparation of the form of questions before inter-
viewing. Asking questions in the best way is clearly important
in any intcrview. This is, however, an issue which can raise
strong fcclings among oral historians. A contrast may be
madc between so-called box-ticking, ‘questionnaires’, whose
rigidly structured logical patterns so inhibit the memory that
the ‘respondent’—again the choice of term itself suggestive—
is reduced to monosyllabic or very short answers; and, at the
other cxtreme, not so much an ‘interview’ at all, but as a
free ‘conversation’, in which the ‘person’, ‘tradition-bearer’,
‘witness’, or ‘narrator’ is ‘invited to talk’ on a matter of
mutual interest.5 The truth is that it takes great deftness, and
a well-chosen informant, to be able, like George Ewart
Evans, to get outstanding material while remaining ‘relaxed,
unhurricd’, and giving the informant ‘plenty of time to move
about. . . Let the interview run. I never attempt to dominate
it. The lcast onc can do is to guide it and I try to ask as few
questions as I can . . . Plenty of time and plenty of tape and
few questions.’® Those few questions are based on long
experience, combined with a clear idea obtained in advance
of what cach particular informant may tell. On the other
hand, no oral historians to my knowledge have argued for the
rigid inflexible questionnaire style of interview.

It is really the needs which follow from a particular type of
rescarch which make advance planning of questioning
essential—for example, in any project where interviewing
work is shared in a team, or where paid interviewers are
used; or wherever material is to be used for systematic
comparisons. The merits and drawbacks of the ‘two schools
of interviewing’ are nicely summarized in a more qualified
contrast by Roy Hay:

Firstly there is the ‘objective /comparative’ approach usually ba.scd
on a questionnaire, or at least a very highly structured interview
in which the interviewer keeps control and asks a series of com-
mon questions to all respondents. The aim here is to produce
material which transcends the individual respondent and can be
used for comparative purposes. .. In the hands of flexible, sen-
sitive interviewers, who are prepared to abandon the script when
necessary, this approach can generate very useful material indeed,
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but 1t can be deadly  Prozrarg hoes of rquin are too eauly
choked off 2nd, worse still, peopl~ are f~reed mito the predetess
mined framework of the mtermewers and 50 large relevant areas of
expenence are never examuned at all,

At the other extreme 1s the free Bowing dialogue between inter-
wiewer and respondent, with no set pattern, mn which conversation
1 folfowed wherever 1t leads. Ttus method occasionally turns up
the very unexpected and leads to completely new hines of tnquury
but it can very easily degenerate snto hittle more than anecdotal
gossip It can produce mules and mules of useless tape and impos-
sible problems of selection and transeriphion ¥

Beyond ths, there 1s also the effect of the personalities
ivolyed 1n each particular interview Some interviewers are
naturally more chatty than others, and can draw out an
nformant this way (although this 1s relatively unusual, and 2
more common effect of chattiness ¢can be to shut people up)
And iformants vary from the very talhative, who need few
questions, just steenng, or now and then a very speafic
question to clanfy some point which 1s unclear, to the rel1-
tinely Jaconic, who with encouragement, broad open ended
questions, and supplementary prompts, can reveal much
nicher memones than at first seemed possible

There are a few basic principles in the phrasing of ques-
vons which apply 1 any interview  Questions should always
be as ample and as strughtforward as possible, 1n familiar
Ianguage Never ask complex, double-barrelled questons—
enly half will usually be answered, and 1t usually won't be
dear which halfl Avord a phrasing which pomts to an
vaclear answer for example, ask, ‘How often did you g0 to
thurch™, rather than, ‘Did you often go to church?’ of
tourse occas onal hesitation does not matter at all, and may
0 win a little sympathy from the informant But frequent
polozetic confusion 15 nmply perplexing, and 1s esproially
10be avorded a5 2 sty le of asking delicate persomaf questinns
Eace 1t only comyeyy your own embarrassment A careful o
wdireet quest.on, previosly worked out ard con™ ey Pty
BTuchbrtte- It shows you know what you're 6=z, 90 1
3motphee 15 mmore fikely 1o stay relaxed
Yeu will peed 3 &Ereemt ind of pPo2rT
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specific facts and to get description or comment. The latter
demands an ‘open-ended’ type of question, like, “Tell me all
about .. .’, “What did you think/feel about that?’, or ‘Can
you describe that to me?’ Other cue words for this sort of
question are ‘explain’, ‘expand on’, ‘discuss’ or ‘compare’.
Ifit is a really important point, you can encourage at length:
‘All right, so you’re in —. Shut your eyes, and give me a
running commentary—swhat you see, hear ...” A physical
description can also be suggested as a lead into an evaluation
of a person’s character. Right through the interview when-
ever you get a bald fact which you think might be usefully
elaborated, you can throw in an inviting interjection—"That
sounds interesting’; or more directly, ‘How?’, ‘Why not?,
“‘Who was that?’—The informant may then take up the cue.
If, after some comment, you want more, you can be more
emphatic (“That’s very interesting’), or mildly challenging
(‘But some people say that. . .%), or try a fuller supplementary
question. In most interviews, it is very important to use both
kinds of questions. For example, you may be told, as a
general comment, that “we helped each other out’, ‘we were
all one big family in the street’, but if you ask a specific
question such as who outside the family helped when the
mother was ill, it may become clear that neighbourly aid
was less a practice than an ideal. Getting behind stereotyped
or non-committal generalizations to detailed memories is
one of the basic skills, and opportunities, of oral history
work.

Leading questions must normally be avoided. If you
indicate your own views, especially early in an interview,
you are more likely to get an answer which the informant
thinks you would like to hear, and will therefore be unreliable
or misleading as evidence. There are some exceptions to this.
If you know somebody has very strong views, especially frOI_Il
a minority standpoint, it may be essential to show a basic
sympathy with them to get started at all. Also, in order t0
allow the possibility of some responses which would be
conventionally disapproved by most people, it may be best
to ask a loaded question: ‘Can you tell me of a time when
you had to severely punish . . .?’, “Were most people taking
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s3e from the worbs m those days?” of Y hear the
::;F::; sery &ificult man for hus mmediate emplmfs eﬂ:
to get along with'—which 13 much more‘hkd‘/ to provoie
dear reacuen than a bland form like, 1 know the ma}:i‘;
wasavery generous and wise person Did you find hum so
Tut such questions are dangerous on mast occasions, and are
not normally appropnate Most questions should be care-
fully phrated to avord suggestng an answer Ths can be
quite an art wn sl For example, ‘Did you enjoy your
wotk? 1 loaded, ‘Did you like your work or not?, or ‘How
&id you fee abous your work’ are neutral
Finally, avord asking questions which make mformants
thunk 1n your way rather than thews For example, when
dealing with concepts bike social class, your information 15
much stronger evidence 1f you encourage them to produce
their own basic terms, and then use these 1n the subsequent
dicuson And try to date events by fixing the time 1
relation o therr own age, or a stage of hife, such 25 marmage,
or a partscular Job or house
Even 1{you are going to carry out only a small oral history
project of your own, 1t 15 worth thunking about the sequence
of topucs for the interviews and the phrasing of questions The
rategy of the interview 15 not the nformant’s responsibnlity,
}:!l::: }0:1“ é‘ 18 ruch casier to gude 1f you have a basic
IIOP“ ready in your rmind, and questions can lead naturally
m one to the other This also makes 1t easier, even when
You digress, to remember what you sull need to know about.

a addivon, for most
projects you will need
Yackground facts from all ‘“{Q“K some basic

ants {ongins and occupa.
::: \;i; mother and father, own birth, education, occuga-
N talx;mgc, and so oz}, and you will also find a Tecurrent
T hm:s:lr and spplementary questions on many topics
o e ;:\dy wotked these out 1n your head, and can
b mr;:\mx;;:td;d, You can more easily concentrate
bow to et o r— saying, wnstead of trying to think of
of fmany
s oyn }‘“;Tpmcs 2 List of headings yotted down for
ko uent topies 33 enough But for team-
PaTalise project on any scale, 2 more fulls
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claborated interview schedule is desirable. An example,
complete with directions for interviewers, is illustrated in an
appendix of Model Questions. Provided such a schedule is
uscd flexibly and imaginatively, it can be advantageous; for
in principle, the clearer you are about what is worth asking
and how best to ask it, the more you can draw from any kind of
informant. With relatively reticent people, who say right at
the start, ‘It’s all right as long as you use the questions’, this is
obvious enough: and such informants are quite common. You
can then follow the lines of the schedule more or less method-
ically. With very talkative people the schedule should be
differently used. If they have a clear idea of what they want
to say, or the direction the interview should take, follow
them. And wherever possible avoid interrupting a story.
If you stop a story because you think it is irrelevant, you will
cut off not just that one, but 2 whole series of subsequent
offers of information which will be relevant. But sooner or
later, they will exhaust their immediate fund of recollections,
and they too will want you to ask questions. With this kind
of informant several visits will be needed, and afterwards you
can play back your recordings, checking against the schedule
what has been covered and what is worth asking in later
sessions. The printed form of the schedule in this case
becomes particularly useful. But normally it is much better
to know the questions, ask them directly at the right moment,
and keep the schedule in the background. Essentially it is a
map for the interviewer; it can be referred to occasionally,
but it is best to have it in mind, so that the ground can be
walked with confidence.

Certain other decisions need to be taken before the inter-
view. First, what equipment should be taken? In a minority
of contexts, the best answer is none. Even note-taking, let
alone tape recording, may arouse suspicion in some people.
Fear of tape recorders is quite common among professionals
whose work ethic emphasizes confidentiality and secrecy,
like civil servants, or bank managers.? For different reasons
it can also be found among very old people, who feel hostile
to new technology; among minorities who have experieflcefi
persecution; or in close-knit communities where gossip 15
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¢ people may object to recording, but not to
S::ik?:: Egcnxif nelth};r 18 possible, a skilled mterviewer
can learn to hold enough of the mawmn 1nformation and key
phrases to jot down soon afterwards, and make an interview
vorthwhile Indeed, before tape recording made such a
method seem by companison impressionsstic, this was the
tommonest sociological practice
Most people, however, wall accept a tape recorder with
sery itle anxety, and quickly lose any immediate awareness
ofit. The recorder can even help the mterview Whalet1s on,
people may be a little more likely to keep to the point, and
other members of the famuly to stay out of the way And
quite frequently, when 1t 15 switched off, some ghly sigru-
ficant additional facts may be given, which could have been
held back if there had been no recorder at all, information
whichismeant to be known to the researcher as background,
but i confidence (and must of course be treated m ths
punt) When USIng a tape recorder 1t 13 1mportant to avord
drawing attention to the machune, and diverting one’s own
auention, by fusing about st If 5t 1s @ new one, make sure
youhave read the manual which goes with 1t, had somebody
demonstrate gty workings, and practised operating 1t and
sungatup Check before you set out that1it s functmmng,
:2[ m&: hl;: X:iot only all the Parts and tapes you need,
You can al:\ ta?:ea{)«:(:) r)’zlr;lugs varigus aids to An
‘gd newspaper cutting, or a local street dlrcctoxr;“cfx;y help
ns:fllef:mk&"ms often takes a work tool ‘In the country-
Kron “d“ }"‘ ¢ along an old serrateg sickle With that there
otany abstract explanation of what you
3bout. He sees e object, and yf hoous Jou are going
need any prodding 1 You choose well he won’t

Samulre pe o), an early p,

3!
amphlet
Production of olq Jegrny. g, L

hese my,
]cttcrs,dxa ghe also

TI6S, cuttings, ang
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photographs, which is particularly worth encouraging, and
could be the most valuable by-product of an interview.

Nezt, where should the interview be held? It must be
place where the informant can feel at ease. Normally the
best place will be their own home. This is especially true of
an interview focusing on childhood or the family. An inter-
view in a2 work-place, or in a pub, will activate other areas of
memory more strongly, and may also result in a shift to a
less ‘respectable’ style of speaking. A trip round the district
can zl:o prove rewarding, and stimulate other recollections.

Nearly always, it is best to be alone with the informant.
Complete privacy will encourage an atmosphere of full
trust in which candour becomes much more possible. This is
usually true even of an old married couple who are parti-
cularly close to each other. Of course it is not always easy to
find 2 tactful way of seeing them apart. (It is easier if you
interview both of them; and particularly if two of you arrive
together at the couple’s home, and then pair off in different
rooms.) .

The presence of another person at the interview not ouly
inhibits candour, but subtly pressurizes towards a socially
acceptable testimony. Fortunately, however, this 1s not a'H
disadvantage. An old couple, or a brother and sister, w;ﬂ
often provide corrections of information which are posmvf;u_ y
helpful. They can also stimulate each other’s memory. T 1;
effect becomes still more marked when a larger group of 0
people get together. There will be a much stronger tendeni)i’
than in private to produce generalizations about the Oh
days, but as they argue and exchange stories among Cj;g
other, some fascinating insights can emerge. Of coum; "
stories, even more than usual, must be unders:cood partly i
art forms, conveying symbolic mcanings——mdeed ma"e).
more of them are likely to be about other people. But SO?}
times a group, for example in a public bar, may be fhec‘:: oyl
way into a hidden world of a common work expenefln he
sabotage or theft, or the secret devices of poachers!

countryside. o
ice 1 tuations

a useful device in other sl
— _T'he_‘ gro;&lp ca{l also be T T T T L eas leaders
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of the Manchester Unemployed Workers Movement of the
19308, and 1n five hours of co-operative discussion recon-
structed many of the gaps in the newspaper evidence which
they had previously assembled With more self defended
pubhe figures, such as Canadian poliicrans, Peter Oliver
has found cross examunation by two or even threc inter-
vieners effectise, and Davnid Edge used a triangular interview
for hus work on radio-astronomers Beatrice Webb, although
strongly favounng privacy for the normal mtenview, also
developed a techmque of ‘wholesale mterviewmng’ in the
mare relaxed atmosphere of social occasions, once with a
party ‘even telhing fortunes from their hands, with all sorts of
interesting results” At the dinner table or in the smoking-
room she found that ‘you can sometimes start several experts
arguing among themsclhves, and in this way you wall pick up
more information 1n one hour than you will acquire dunnga
whole day 1n a senes of interviews’ 1t

Once the prelminary decisions have been made, you hmve
to make contact with your chosen nformant You can
wnte (enclosing a stamped addressed envelope), or some-
umes call i person or telephone It will always be much
casier if you can say that somebody else in the informant’s
own soctal network has recommended them You need to
explain very briefly the purpose of the research Suggest a
possible time for a first visit, but always leave the informant
the chance to propose another, or ta refuse altogether With
a munonty of mformants, hile pohittcians or professionals, 1t
may be wise to set out your rescarch proposal and the use
you mntend for the interview more fully Tlus wall help them
to deade whether 10 see you, and will elanfy your future
nght to use of the matenal Some may begin thinking about
the topies which interest you and search out some old papers
before you come

Most people would be mare hilely to find toa lang a letter
forbidding, 50 1t 13 best to wat unuf your first mecting Then
start by explaning the subject of your project or your book,
and how the informant can help you Many people wall
protest that they hase notlung useful to tell you, and need
reassurance that ther own expenence is worthuhule, thot it
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is unfamiliar for younger people whose lives have been very
different, and essential for the making of real social history.
Some may be genuinely surprised at your interest, and you
will need to be more than usually encouraging in the early
stages of the interview. Some will explicitly raise the question
of confidentiality, and not want their names given. Be open
about your intentions, and honour any promises you make.
Most people will trust you to be discreet with what they tell
you—and this trust must be respected. Do not attach their
names, without their explicit consent, to damaging quota-
tions about themselves or their neighbours.

The start of this first meeting is also normally the best time
to ask whether the interview may be tape-recorded, although
sometimes this can be suggested in the initial approach.
Some oral historians believe in using the first meeting as a
brief, exploratory visit, for preparing and getting to know an
informant, without using a tape recorder. The drawback is
that, even in trying to establish basic facts about the inform-
ant’s background, it is difficult not to tap the essence of .tl_le
memory. You can go over the same ground on a se<;ond visit,
but it is likely to be presented in a much more st11ted. way.
In my own experience, it is best to get the recorder going as
quickly as you can once you get talking. .

This raises another matter controversial among oral
historians—the quality of recording. For a really good
recording, of the quality needed fora rad.lo programme, you
will probably need to eliminate af:oustlc problems_ in the
room, carefully setting up th'e equipment and placimg the
microphone, which may be pinned on an 1nforman§ s clotl}-
ing or even placed like a halter .round 1.;he neck. Until all Fhls
is completed, you need to ~" A ta‘Ikmg _about the subject
which you want to recc ‘1 radio producers learn

to do all this in a friendl: onlyw' -+ 1 they
have never previously dqubt ays
a’ tension to the ' c‘lo
P prestige of ith
' buy thei ha

with 1
i WG~
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of the machine that you do have, any more than there 1
a speaal virtue 1 dnving badly or typing with two fingers
And there are some clementary rules which will improve
the quality of recordings from any tape recorder

First of all, try to use a quiet room where you will not be
disturbed by others tallang, and there are no loud back.
ground notses, or acoustic problems hike those caused by hard
surfaces Traffic outside can be dulled by drawing curtains,
but a spitung fire will sound surpnsingly loud on the tape,
especially of the microphone 13 not close to the speaker’s
mouth In hus experience with recording dialect in ordinary
homes, Stanley Llhs has found that radio and television, a
ucking clock, or a budgengar, could

spoil a recording completely  The acoustics of the room atself
should be obsened A uny room, well stuffed with furmiture
and with washing ainng on a clothes horse can be an excellent
studio A large quarry tled kitchen with plastered walls may
gne A tremendous reverberation sufficient to spoil the whole
recording 12

Next, consider where to put the recorder and the micro-
phone Never place them close together, or you will record
the machune’s own noise The recorder 1s best placed on the
floor, out of the informant’s view but where you can watch 1t
yourself, and glance from time to time to sce 1f the tape s
nearly exhausted without drawing attention to 1t The micro-
phone should not be placed on a hard, vibratory surface, nor
several feet away from the speaker Don’t record across a
hard topped table Ideally the microphone should be a foot
away from the informant’s mouth With a firm hand, 1f you
choose to a1t nde by side, you can hald 1t, or you can place 1t
on a stand, or put 3t on a cushion or scarf on a uide table
All thus can be done very quickly You can stress thatit’s the
informant’s voice you need, not the clock or the bird or the
radio And mike sure at the same time that the informant
1s atung comfortably, and has not given up a favounte chair
Then swatch on the recorder and let 1t run, wiile chating
Play thus bacl to test that the recording level 18 correctly
adjusted If the level 1 100 low, the background nosc wll
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swamp the recording; if too high, the sound will become
distorted. Then set the recorder running again and, apart
from changing tapes, leave it running while the recording
session continues. It is a bad practice to keep switching off
when the informant wanders off the point, or during your
own questions. And never begin with a formal announcement
into the microphone, ‘This is—interviewing—at—'; it is a
formalizing, freezing device. You could leave some spare tape
at the beginning to add this afterwards if you wish—but
not before, or it may boom out in your playback test.

You are now ready to launch your opening question. What
follows will vary greatly depending on the kind of informant,
the style of interview you favour, and what you want to
know. But again, there are some basic rules. An interview is
a social relationship between people with its own conven-
tions, and a violation of these may destroy it. Essentially, the
interviewer is expected to show interest in the informant,
allowing him or her to speak fully without constant inter-
ruption, and at the same time to provide some guidance of
what to discuss if needed. Lying behind it is a notion of
mutual co-operation, trust, and respect.

An interview is nof a dialogue, or a conversation. The
whole point is to get the informant to speak. You should keep
yourself in the background as much as possible, simply
making supportive gestures, but not thrusting in your own
comments and stories. It is not an occasion which calls for
demonstrations of your own knowledge or charm. And do
not allow yourself to feel embarrassed by pauses. Maintaining
silence can be a valuable way of allowing an informant to
think further, and drawing out a further comment. The time
for conversation is later on, when the recorder is switched off.
Of course you can go too far in this direction, and allow an
informant to falter for lack of come-back. To grind to a halt
in silence at the end of an exhausted topic is discouraging,
and a firm question is needed before this point. But in
general, you should ask no more questions than are needed,
in a clear, simple, unhurried, manner. Keep the informant
relaxed and confident. Above all, never interrupt a story.
Return to the original point at the end of the digression if
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you wish, with a phrase hike ‘Earher you were saymg  *,
‘Gomng back to °, or ‘Beforc we move on * But it s
axjomatic, 1f the informant wants to go on to a new hine, to
be prepared to follow

Reep showing that you are interested, throughout the
mnterview Rather than continually saying ‘yes —which wall
sound silly on the recording—it 1s quute easy to leam to rume
the word, nod, smle, hift your eyebrows, lool, at the inform
ant encouragingly You must be precisely clear where the
snterview has gone, and espeaially avord ashing for anforma.
tion that has already been given This demands a quick
memory and quite mntense concentration You may find you
need to take rough notes as you go along although 1t 15 best
to do without this a1d if you can At the same ume you
should be watching for the conuistency of the answers, and
for confhicts with other sources of evidence If you are doubt-
ful about sometlung, try returmng to 1t from another angle,
or suggesting, tactfully and gently, that there may be a
different view of the matter—‘1 have heard® or ‘T have read
that  * But 1t 1s particularly ymportant not to contradict
or argue with an nformant As Beatrice Webb observes
pungently

1t 15 disastrous to ‘show off” or to argue the chient must be per-
mmtted to pour out hus fictitious tales, to develop hus preposterous
theories, to use the silhiest arguments, without demur or expression
of dussent or ndicule.13

Certainly, the more you can show understanding and sym
prthy for somebody’s standpoint, the more you are hiely to
letrn about st

Discussion of the past can recall panful memories which
sull evole strong fechings, and very occastonally these may
distress an informant If this happens be gently supportne,
asyouwould be to a friend  With some informantsit may be
wuser 1o Jeave the more delicate questions to a later stage in
anmterview Ifitisabsolutely essential to get an answer, wart
untsl the end, and perhaps switch off the recorder But never
press t0o hard when an informant scems defensive or reluce
tantto answer It s generaily best to try to steer tu
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z;)zrstzﬂeélx con.clus1on, asking for a summing up of feeling
L cxperience, or whether anything needs to be added.
An interview which ends on a relaxed note s more likely to
be remembered as pleasant, and lead on to another,

‘ You need aIway§ to try to be sensitively aware of how
Jx}f(?nnants are feeling. If they seem fidgety and are only
giving rather terse answers, they may be fecling tired or
um.vell, or watching the clock for some other engagement: in
whlf:h case, (flose the recording session as quickly as possible.
Whﬂe axr.o1d1.ng glancing at your own watch, always fit in
with their times, and turn up punctually when you are
expected, or they may become tense waiting for you. In
normal circumstances, an hour-and-a-half to two hours will
in any case be a sensible maximum. An old person, in the
interest of the occasion, may not realize the danger of
becoming overtired, but will certainly regret it afterwards,
and may not want to repeat the experience.

Do not rush away after the recording session. You need to
stay, to give a little of yourself, and show warmth and
appreciation in return for what has been given to you.
Accept a cup of tea if it is offered, and be prepared to chat
about the family and photographs. This may be the moment
when documents are most likely to be lent to you. Itis also a
good time for fixing another visit. At this stage you can talk
a little about yourself in return, too—although still with
caution. Do not get into an argument on subjects likely to be
controversial such as teenage behaviour or politics, which is
more likely to make for reticence later on.

In some interview situations grander hospitality may be
given—an ample lunch with drink——-which. can per}}aps
emphasize the normal problem of mutual obhgat{on, bring-
ing a pressure to produce an ‘official’ version of history. But
in most cases you can show sensitivity in making use of the
material which has been given, even if it contributes to a
conclusion of your own which your informant would not

share. Beatrice Webb had no doubts here:

. Indeed, the less formal the conditions

i d..
Accept what 1s offere r-table or

of the interview the better. The atmosphere of the dinne
the smoking-room is a better ‘conductor’ than that of the office
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during business hours . , . A personally conducted visit to this or
that works of institution may be a dismal prospect; it may even
scem a waste of effort to inspect machinery or plant which cannot
be understood, or which has been seen ad nauseam before . ., But
it is a mistake to decline, In the counse of these tiring walks
and weary waitings, experiences may be recalled or elicited
which would not have crapped up in the formal interview in the
office.i¢

Her comment is based on research work of her own in which
the normal interview situation was uncommon in two ways:
both interviewer and informant were drawn from the top
levels of socicty, and they were roughly the same age,
Usually interviewers, whether professional historians or the
married women typically employed for survey work, arc
middle-class, and in their thirties or forties. Their informants
are normally ordinary working-class or middle-class people,
and in oral history work often considerably older. Thus to
their normal modesty, or even undervaluation of self, may
be added the fragility of old age, and a special vulnerability
to discomfort or anxiety. Changing this social balance ean
have implications for interviewing method which need
considering. For example, an interview between the sexes
will often help to encourage sympathy and response; but
there are some hinds of confidence, for example about sexual
behaviour, which arc probably much more casily exchanged
between married people of the same sex. A very young
person, or somebody with a very superior manner, may have
more difficulty in gaining trust. Race can provide another
Lind of barrier, On the other hand, a person from the same
working-class background and community as an informant
will win an initial rapport, although later on may find
difficulty in asking questions because of a common social
network, or because the answer (often mistakenly) seems
obvious, Similarly, considerable problems of reticence may
be encountered if you interview a member of your own
f{mﬂr. Differences in social background hase to be recog
ruzlcd, and where possible met by variations in interviewing
syle,

The most recutrent problem is presented by the public
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personality as informant. Such people are generally tougher
?.nd fitter, and perhaps even younger, than the typical
informant. They may have such a strong idea of their own
story, and what matters in it, that all they can offer is
stereotyped recollections. They often also, ‘in the course of
long careers in public life will have developed a protective
shell by which they ward off troublesome questions and while
seeming to say something worthwhile in fact give away as
little as possible’. This can have become such a habit that
‘the subject, even if trying to be frank and open, almost
without thinking may reply with the clichéd responses which
served so well on other occasions. It is this defensive veil that
the interviewer must penetrate’.15

Occasionally innocence itself can penetrate the shell.
‘Politicians have the right experience to be able to deal very
cleverly with a young innocent historian’, observes Asa
Briggs. But ‘a very young man can . . . get a lot from a very
old man that members of his own generation don’t get’. More
usually, there is no alternative but to try to be ‘sensitive
and tough at the same time’.16 Some of the basic rules still
apply: the danger of breaking up the interview through too
challenging cross-questioning, and also the positive advan-
tages of, for example, an informal discussion over the dinner-
table. Nevertheless, several oral historians, such as James
Wilkie in Mexico, Lawrence Goodwin in the southern
United States, and Peter Oliver in Canada, have argued for
the need to ‘cross-examine’ in a much more vigorous manner.
The oral historian, according to Peter Oliver, while avoiding

an openly ‘adversary’ posture,

should not hesitate to challenge the answers he receives and to
probe . .. ‘Come on now, Senator, surely there was more to it
...? Mr So-and-So claims that . ..” Most politicians are pretty
worldly and hard-skinned types; few will resent being pushed to
re-examine their initial responses if it is done with some tact aqd
skill, and often it is only by doing so that the interviewer will

uncover truly significant material.}?

A comparable instance is provided by the leading .radio-
astronomers interviewed by David Edge. They combined a
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very idealized 1mage of science and what was important to
1ts hustory with the defenstveness needed for success in the
competitive grant axded pohitics of the scientific world He
developed a tnangular method, in wiuch the radio astro-
nomer was interviewed at the same ime by Edge, who as a
former scientist and perhaps personal fnend, and already in
possession of mnde secrets, was equipped to challenge on
techmeal issues, and by Mike Mullay, a scenufically nahve
sotologst, g to p on wider s and
pants of interest David Edge normally led the interview,
chasing detailed points, challenging, and arguing, Mike
Mulkay came 1 as an ‘outsider’, and there was often a
notable change 1n the mformant’s voice when a question
came from im This argumentatnve techmgue clearly
depends partly on some sort of common membershup of a
sotsal group, and partly on knowing exactly how far the
challenge may be pressed

In the extreme reverse situation, the mterviewer’s chief
problems are on quite another, indeed much more basic,
lael A European lustorian collecting oral tradition 1n
Affica 13 operating 1n 2 completely strange culture, and 15
generally concerned with learming something of its Ianguage
and basic rules. Among the Kubn, for example, Jwn Vansina
found that unless all the right people were present, and the
nght location was chosen, only parts of the traditions of the
tnbe would be told *Among the Akan, sicnfices to the
ancestors have to be made before certam traditons are
reaited, so that the field worker must be supplied with a
sheep or a cask of rum for thus purpose * The Bushongo need
10 be supphied with home brewed palm wine, and to reaite
thar trdition 1t mght, 1n the presence of their ancestral
relies The Enghsh lustonan at home knows not to try to
intenview a publican on 1 Bank Holiday or a pnest on Good
Triday, and can concentrate on less elementny socal
huances Nor does he or she commonly have to rely on
interpreters, o 10 pay for tesumomies 1o be made Most of
the bane rules, such as the wordance of lexding questions,
and the need 1o ensure that the informant 2 relaxed, apply
10 the collector 1n Afnea as anywhere, and wath igenuty,
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cven some of the special problems can be played against
cach other:

One should try to sce that the informant is . . . prevented from
fecling tempted to give false testimony in order to gain favour from
the ficld-workers . . . The informant must not know whether the
ficld-worker is or is not interested in his testimony, for if he does,
he will distort it. Hence good informants must not be rewarded
more highly than bad ones . . . In addition, during the recording
of the testimony, one must adopt a sympathetic attitude towards
the informant, without, however, revealing one’s real feelings, In
Rwanda and Burundi, where I recorded testimonies on magnetic
tape, I pretended that I did not understand a word of the language.
The clerk who was with me would explain to the informant what
he had to do, and then the informant could recite the testimony as
he wished. Since he was under the impression that I did not under-
stand what he was saying, he felt that how he said it was unimport-
ant, and he had no particular motive for distorting the tradition.18

In onc sense this cash-eased exercise in cultural non-
communication is as much a parody of how to interview as
the worst instances of baiting and insinuating on television
back in the ex-imperial capital. One hopes that Africans will
before long be creating their own oral history. But these
extreme cases do serve to illustrate the need for flexibility
in method; and the possibility, too, of securing valuable
material in extremely adverse circumstances.

We must return, however, to the ordinary oral historian
who was left chatting over a cup of tea. After leaving, three
things remain to be done. First, record as quickly as possible
any comments of your own on the context of the interview,
the character of the informant, additional remarks made off
the tape, and what may not have been said. Next, label the
tape or box. Later on, play back the tape to f:heck what
information has been obtained and what you still need. In
particular, make sure that you have the basic facts about the
informant which any social historian would want to know in
order to use it as evidence: the informant’s age, sex, homes,
and occupations, and also his or her parents’ occupations.
At the same time you can make a list of any names whose
spelling needs to be checked with the informant. Finally, if
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this was your Jast visit, you ean venify these pomnts (providing
a stamped addressed ens elope again) along with your thank-
you letter Thus letter can usclully restate the general purpose
of the interview, and if appropnate go into questions of
confidentiality or copynght But st 1s1n any case a courtesy
which will be valued And 1t 1s on such personal care, just
as much as hustorical expertise, that success 1n mnterviewing
depends



7
Storing and Sifting

THE recording has been completed: but how then should the
tapes be kept? And how can they he used to make history?
We need first to consider the problems of storage and
indexing, and then the stages in writing and presenting
history with oral evidence.

Because magnetic tape recording is a relatively recent
technique, it is far from certain how long it can last and what
are the ideal conditions for its storage. The quality of tape
has, moreover, been gradually improved, and with this the
principal storage considerations have changed. Good modern
tapes no longer have a backing which is likely to disintegrate.
The chief problem now is the avoidance of ‘print through’, or
sound echoes, which can develop during storage. Some
experts recommend various means of reducing the risk of
print through, such as running the tape through a recorder
once a year so that it is re-spooled, but it is not clear that this
is a worthwhile safety measure—indeed it may on balance
create worse risks of other damage. For the moment, there
are only two certain rules.

First, the quality of tape to be used for storage should be
carefully chosen. It might be advisable to store on a different
tape from that used for the recording itself. It is important
that the original recording should use a tape with a high
frequency range and low distortion, and also a low back-
ground noise, so that it reproduces sound as faithfully as
possible. In addition, it must be recorded at a sufficient speed:
for speech, on a reel-to-reel machine, no slower than 3§ inches
per second (i.p.s.), or there will be an audible loss of quality
and some words will become difficult to catch on replaying.
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Obviously storage cannot mrhe up for a bad choice of tape
or other mistakes in the onginal recording But 1n addition
to the qualities essential 1n the field-work tape, the storage
tape must have a Jow pnnt through, and 1t present this
means a thicker tape should be chosen Tlucker tapes are
also less hikely to suffer damage when in use on the machine

Secondly, the place for storing the tape needs to be con-
sidered The tape can be damaged by dust, or by excessive
damp or heat It should never be exposed to temperatures
much higher than normal room temperatures by, for example,
being stored up agamnst a heating pipe Modemn tapes do not
require artificially controlled temperatures or humudity, but
the optimum for storige 1s now considered to be a tempera-
ture of 20°C and a relative humidity of 50 to 6o per cent
Tapes can also be dimaged, and even completely wiped of
their recordings, by 1nterference from a powerful magnetic
dynwmo Thus nsh needs to be tahen into account in some
butldings, as well 25 when traveling with them But 1n
practice, for most orl histonans it will suffice to store tapes
1n a cupboard, stood on the shelf in their boxes on edge,
away from the sun or fire or heating pipes, 1n a room com-
fortable for workingin And don’t drop cigarette ash on them

Exery tape, as soon 18 used, needs to be well Jabelled Itis
best to label the bor, the spool, and with reel to-reel the tape
aself The tape can be quite easily labelled on 1ts red and
green Jeads Without these precautions you may lose tapes
by accidentally winding them on to 1 wrong spool, or
replacing them 1n a wrong box, and then perhaps even
making another recording on top of the onginal It 1s ‘of
course” much better 1f the ongmal tape 1s hept as a master,
and 1 copy made from1t for normal use, and 21s0:3fa machine
1sadapted so that1t1s possible to listen but not to record on st
Tor 1 public archn e both precautions are essential

I'xactly what you put on the label wall depend on how you
develop your system of indexing If you have only a few
tapes, 1t 1s enough to put the informant’s name, ‘Tape One,
Side One’, *Tape One, Side Two', 1nd so on Corresponding
to this, a box of cards can be kept 1n alphabeuceal order,
each card with the name of an informant, and a bt of the
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tapes made :with them. It is a great time-saver, if you alsg
hax_/c transcripts, to note on the cards which pages of tran-
script cover cach side of tape. This box of cards then con-
stitutes an index and catalogue of your collection, and you
can casily check whether a tape or transcript ought to be
there. The tapes and transcripts can themselves also be kept
in alphabetical order to help finding. The disadvantage of
this is that each new interview has to be inserted within the
cxisting scquence, rather than added to it. After a while it
becomes much ecasier to store the interviews in order of
accession, giving cach new informant a number, and adding
the number to the index card. If you decide to put only the
number on either the tapes or the transcripts, you will also
nced another index giving the name for each interview
number. Similarly, if you decide it is more useful to keep
your main index in number order because, for example, this
conveniently separates two different parts of your collection,
you will still find that you need an alphabetical index which
at least gives the number of each informant’s interview.

For a small project, one or two boxes of cards along these
lines may be all that is necessary. A note of the place and date
of recording, made at the time of the interview, can be left
as it is with the tape; and the general subject matter suf-
ficiently remembered to know whether it is worth looking up.
But as the collection grows, and especially as more people
contribute to making and using it, more information needs
to be available in some systematic form.

First, either on the original cards or in a parallel sequence,
it is desirable to add to the informant’s name, when and
where the recording was made, and by whom. It is also
useful to note any important variations in the method or
quality of recording. If we take a collection of reel-to-reel
tapes normally recorded at 3, the_entry for a somewhat
botched recording might look like this:

Mgs SMW"\_JENNIN(; ¢ Interview number 7/

......... IR 2 v v S
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Inlcmc“cr “ee vececssansnorns

Dates of interviews ... ( ¢ 1
sl I A’}rr\/l '97é..(m.7: ”‘? )

Tapes Sides Transcript pages Notes
=1

Restrictions of access .. VW& oo ovvonns

Secondly, it is worth extracting some of the basic back-
ground details about the informant which are essential for
evaluating the interview and should thus be found within it.
They will of course vary to some extent, depending on the
focus of the project, Thus a political collection might include
specific entries for elections fought or offices held; and the
Imperial War Muscum lists details such as *service’, ‘arm of
service®, *rank’, *decorations and awards’, which would be
inappropriate in a different context. But most historians need
at east to know when an informant was born, his or her
parents’ occupations, where they lived, whether or not there
were brothers and sisters, the informant’s own education,
occupational carcer, religious and political affiliation if any,
whether he or she married, and if so, when, to whom, and
whether they had children. All this can again be conveniently
summarized on a card:

s .w.z. JENNINE S 36
born ...} &)3....-....... vpessenen ...........

st... . Masited. Place, Mrdstede. .
father’s occupation .. immw

mother's tx:c\l\:a ation .EAYCS’IOJ‘-“\"-‘J. {‘ffr&
brothers -3, (MCAEIRTEfoet)..on TETAIC

o
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All this information can be condensed, and some of it codi-
fied, if this form seems too long. At the end of Speak for
England, Melvyn Bragg has added a very helpful index of
‘The People’ set out in this form:

160 JOSEPH WILLIAM PARKIN LIGHTFOOT b. Bolton
Low Houses 13th December 1908 &r. Two s. Two L
Fletchertown 1938, Kirkland 1942, Wigton 1954 f3j. Coal-
miner o.j. Retired, previously coal-miner 1922, farm lab-
ourer 1924, labourer on pipe-tracks, part-time gardener
1930s, driver Cumberland Motor Services 1942-68, own
shop in 1950s ¢. Bolton Low Houses until 14 7. Methodist /.
Labour m. Married ch. Two

The abbreviations are self-explanatory, except perhaps for
#l., which means ‘places lived in’,
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A third possibility is to ereate a series of content cards. For
some projects, which arc organized to follow a definite inter-
view schedule, this may be superfluous; all the necessary
clues will be 1n the basic background of the informant. But
the larger and more diverse a collection, the more o contents
card catalogue becomes necessary, One of the most [ully
developed examples is provided by the B.BC, Sound
Archives:

CAMPBELL, Beatewce, Lady Glenszy (/e of and Haron Glonzy) AL

L0:0Ges D H Lawrence And Hu Circle the fintof  29.1 64
Front two programmes 1 which she recalls some

unpressions of her inendshup with
o Rathenne Mansfield, John Middleton Murry,

D 1 Lawrence, and Frieda Lawrence.
Producer  Joseph Hone
Copyright  PF CTIR 38ro0A
Annots,  None
Teana TP 30364
Senpt.

Note  Thu talk was recorded in freland, and 1 taken from her
autobrography Todsy 3ve Wil Only Gosip, publuhed

by Constable, 9.4 63,
Jeontumued .
CAMPOELL, Beatnice, Lady Glenay (¥ 4fe of 1nd Biron Glenesy) AA
LPi86¢3 £5.1 64

Recalls fint meeting Kathenne Mansfield and Middleton Murry, who
were great frends of ber future hutkand, Gordoa Campbel)
hathenne's appearsnee and manner, felt hathenne regasded ber as
an Interloper 1nto thewr arcle, and rmd to shock her mith danng
conversation; Kathertne's carly struggles a1 a wnter, sullenngy

from un!uppy martiagr and loye affairs, devotion and e of her

. . (]
Lm mrrting with Katherine snuing ou( of quaml between hv!rm
and Fneda, and thaar ; Kathenne's

with \iurry.

-g - Jeontrued oo
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CAMPBELL, Beatrice, Lady Glenavy (Wifz of 2nd Baron Glenavy) AA
LP28643 29.1.64
Gr.145 : Katherine’s complex character and varying moods: two
occasions when she ‘put on acts’; a week-end the Campbells spent
at the Murry’s country cottage which was ‘not a success’.
Gr.220: Reminisces about time Katherine and Murry spent on visit to
Campbell’s cottage in Ireland; Murry sorry to leave, but Katherine
glad to return to London.

—3—-

These cards provide a particularly full summary of the
contents of each item in the archive, but they begin with a
briefer heading. A contents index, depending on the time
which is to be spent on it, can aim to be brief or full. But it
ought at least to indicate the principal places, social groups,
occupations or industries, political or other ideologies, per-
sonal or family matters, and (more clearly than these cards)
time periods covered.

Finally, especially with a large public collection, it may be
necessary to create a general system of indexing leading to
the other card series. Some public archives have had sufficient
resources and ambition to experiment with computerized
indexes. Most oral history collections will have to be content
with a process closer to the name and subject indexing of an
ordinary book. Thus all the places, persons, and organiza-
tions on the cards might be included. Important events
could be similarly listed. And with more difficulty, a cross-
referenced series of subject headings could be developed.
There are at present no clearly established models to follow,
so that it is important to use a system which allows for
modification in the light of experience. And above all, it
should be designed to help, rather than replace, human
imagination, understanding, and intuition. In practice this
means that the best cataloguing and indexing systems will
tell the historian which parts of the collection will repay
further investigation, and which will not. Ideally it should be
made possible to eliminate, as quickly as possible, all those
main sections, or individual items, which are concerned with
a different time, place, or general subject-matter from the
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tustorian’s own interest Thus before preceding to a contents
catalogue as full as that of the BB C Sound Archuves, 1t
would be more valuable to break down the general index
to this catalogue, so that ‘Occupations’-‘un muung’ was
further sub.divided to lead to *Cornwall—‘1g00-14’, or
‘Folk Customs’~‘harvest ceremomes’ to “East Angha’~—
'1BBos’

Before a recording enters a public archive, wnother point
needs to be clanfied, as entries on two of our speaimen cards
suggest that of control of the nght to rccess and use This s
not, however, a simple 1ssue, partly beeause the law of copy-
night 1s atself uncertain, but equally because 1t rases wider
ethical questions of responsibility towards snformants The
legal posiuon 13 that there are two copyrights i a recording
The copynght mn the recording as a recording 13 normally
the property of the snterviewes or of the snstitution or person
who commusioned the nterview The copynght m the
information 1n the recording—the informant s actual words
~13 the property of the interviewee But normally some nght
to use tlus information 13 1mphed by a consent to be nter-
viewed Thus a person who, knowing that a hustonan s
collectng matenal for a research study, agreed to be inter-
viewed, would appear to hase hitle ground for complassit sf
he found fumself quoted i pnnt And mn practice he would
be very unlikely to attempt to prevent, or to sech compensa-
ton for, the publication of any quotation unless he cons
sidered 3t substantially damaging A bona fide scholar 13 1n
fact unlikely to have commutted an acuionable hbel, but 1t
would be foolish anyway to provoke a publicized complunt.
It ts always important to consider carelully whether the
publication of :dentifiable confidences could not cause local
gosup or scandal Equally, an snformant could reasonably
complam if informaton was used i a sigmficantly different
context from that suggested, and also, i3t pros ed the making
of a best seller, could clain a share of the earmngs For most
projects, there 13 much o be said for this balance of nghts
and the chuef {esson to be learnt 1s that tn explumag a project
10 an sntervicwee not only ts smmediate olyect, but alwo
the potenual value of ther snformaton to wider hutoncal
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rescarch, should be made clear. If the first approach is made
in person rather than by post, this can at least be confirmed
in a subscquent letter of thanks. An informal understanding
of this kind has proved a satisfactory basis for the writing of
innumerable sociological studies, as well as most of the oral
history publications which we have discussed earlier. Simi-
larly, the fact that in theory some copyright must also exist
in most unpublished manuscript material, has rarely pro-
duced serious obstacles to the free access of scholars to the
holdings of local and national record offices. It may well be
that the best policy is normally to leave the issue unresolved.
An insistence on a formal transfer of legal rights through
explicit, written consent may not only worry an informant,
but will actually reduce quite proper protection against ex-
ploitation.

There are, nevertheless, contexts in which a formal agree-
ment has become the standard practice. This is the case in
broadcasting, where observation of copyright has to be
particularly careful because of the frequent involvement of
public figures, and also due to the influence of the financial
complexities of musical copyright. It is also advised by the
Oral History Association of the United States, where
standards were originally set for the recording of eminent
public figures and a precise agreement was therefore neces-
sary, not only as to copyright, but also as to whether parti-
cular pages of the transcript should be closed until a certain
date, or accessible only by specific permission. In Britain the
Imperial War Museum obtains a precise written agreement
from its informants, who are often not merely eminent
public figures, but especially security-conscious. The formula
advocated in Willa Baum’s booklet for American local
historians is relatively simple:

I hereby give and grant to the CENTRAL CITY HISTORICAL
SOCIETY as a donation for such scholarly and educational pur-
poses as the Society shall determine the tape recordings and their
contents listed below: (signed) ..... (informant).

To this a rider may be added restricting part of the material:
(signed) ..... (interviewer).
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‘The parties hereto agree that pages 14-16 of the manuscript and
the portions of the tape from which these pages were transenbed
shall not be published or otherwise made available to anyone
other than the parties hereto until January 1, 1984.

However, ‘except in the few cases where sensitive material is
really pertinent, it should be discouraged’.t

The Imperial War Museum, which has found that ‘it is
frequently more difficult to obtain assignments and settle
other conditions of deposit and access with exccutors or heirs
than with the informants themselves’, sceks a quick exchange
of letters ‘to tic up alf the legal loose ends’ along the following
lines:

I am now writing to formalize the conditions under which the
Muscum holdsyour recordings. The questions which T h Iready
put to you verhally are fisted below. I should be grateful if you
would let me have your written answers in due course.
t. May the Museum's users be granted access to the recordings
and any typescripts of them?
2. May the recordings and typescripts be used in the Museum's
internal and external educational programmes?
3. May the Museum provide copies of the recordings and type-
scripts for its users?
4. Would you be prepared to assign your copyright in the in-
formation in the recordings to the Trustees of the Impenal
War Museum? This would enable us to deal wath such matters
publication and broadcasting, should they anse, without
having to make ptior reference to you. If you agree to this
assignment it does not, of course, preclude any use which you
might want to make of the information i the recordingy
yourself,

Whether or not such a formal agreement is reachied, there
remains an cthical responsibility towards the informant
which is probably more impaciant. Tint afall, if the record-
ing has been made with an implicit asumption of confidenti-
ality, that must be respected. Any quotation from it which
might embarrass the informant must either be made anony-
mously, or with subsequent permission. Similarly, permission
thould always be sought for its use in a different manner
from that originally understood: for example, instead of a
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history book, a biographical collection, or an article in the
local press, or a radio broadcast. Moreover, when informants
have a right to a royalty fee, as for a broadcast, or a bio-
graphical collection, this should be secured for them. They
should be warned of the broadcast time well enough in
advance to tell friends. And if they are quoted at Iength in a
book, they should receive their own free copy. As far as
possible—and admittedly there are some legitimate forms of
scholarly publication for which this might be counter-
productive—informants’ attention should be drawn to the
usec made of their material. Indeed, an oral historian who
docs not wish to share with informants the pleasure and
pride in a published work ought to consider very seriously
why this is so, and whether it is socially justifiable. There
may perhaps be a case for publishing the material collected
in a more popular form such as a local pamphlet as well as in
some academic mode. One accepts that only the outstanding
oral historian can reach the range of readership of a Studs
Terkel with a single book. But it remains an over-riding
ethical responsibility of the historian who uses oral evidence
to ensure that history is given back to the people whose
words helped to shape it.

It should be added that the depositing and preservation of
tapes needs to be seen in the same light. They can be of
interest and use to far more people than the historian wl}o
made the recording. All too many oral history tapes remain
with the secretary of a local society, or in an aca'demlcjs
private study, effectively inaccessible to a wider public. This
may be reasonable while they are being actively used f9r
personal research, but commonly continues beyond this,
partly because too few national or county record offices have
organized facilities for storing and listening to tapes. But the
offer of the original tapes, or copies, to a local record ofﬁfze
or a public or unjversity library, besides being desirable in
itself, may stimulate the provision for those needs, and‘ prove
the seed for a significant collection—an asset which will find
many different uses within the community.

For the same reason there is a strong argument, whatever
the immediate use envisaged for them, for the full transcrip-
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tion of tapes as the first stage 1n the wriiung and presentaton
of hustory Transcnbing 1s undoubtedly very time-consuming,
as well as being a highly shalled task It takes at least six
houss, and for a recording with difficult speech or dialect up
to twice as long, for cach hour of recorded tape Yet unless
the tape 1s fully transcnbed, anybody but the person who
made the recording—and 50 has quite a clear idea of what it
contains—u1ll be severely hampered 1n using it A contents
card 1s at best only a rough guide for the visting researcher
lstening to more than a few tipes takes seseral hours,
where skimmung through transcripts mught take minutes
But the person who males the tape 1s also best able to ensure
that transcription 1s accurate Because ths tash 1s so lengthy,
and, apart from other clums on time, recording always
scems more urgent, transenbing nearly always falls behind
Inarescarch project supported by a grant, this can be avorded
only by making a full estimate of the transenbing time and
equipment needed at the start, and recogmzing that the
work can only be e1rmed out by a person with particulr
slalls, working on a regulir basis Part time agency audio-
typing will either be incomprchensible or prolubive A
transcriber needs to be interested in the tapes, mntelligent 1n
making sense of them, especially 1n the key art of turmng
serbal pauses into wiitten punctuation, and a good speller
with an unusually quick ear It 1s also 1salated work. These
are not necessanly the qualiies which make a successful
secretary The only way to hnow whether somebody can
transenibe well 1s to give them a tape and let them tny

Most oral Iustory projects wall not have the resources to
p1y for a transcriber, and will need to carny out the work
themselves Jf thereis any money to spare, it1s best spentona
tape recorder with a reverse foot-pedal for play-back, winch
will s1ve them much tme For a very small group, or for a
researches’s own tapes, the process can, however, be quite
markedly shortened, even af at the expense of long term
satufaction The best ‘shortened transcript® hes between the
full contents card and the complete transcnption For the
most part, the content 11 summanzed in detul, but actual
quotations are only used when the words are so W

L]
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vividly put that they are worth considering for extracts or
quotations in the finished presentation. A finding device can
be added in the margin, either by using the numbers in the
counter-setting on the machine (although these unfortunately
vary even between machines of the same make), or by listen-
ing through the tape after transcription and noting the time
intervals every five or ten seconds (standard, but less quick
to use).

Ultimately, however, there can be no substitute for a full
transcript. Even the best shortened version is like an intel-
ligent historian’s notes from an archive rather than the
original documents. Nor can the historian today know what
questions will be asked by historians in the future, so that
any selection will result in the loss of details which might later
prove significant. The full transcript should therefore include
everything, with the possible exception of diversions for
checking that the recorder is on, having a cup of tea, or
present-day chatting about the weather, illness, and so on.
All questions should go in. Fumbling for a word may be left
out, but other hesitations, and stop-gaps like ‘you know’ or
‘see’, should be included at this stage. The grammar and
word order must be left as spoken. If a word or phrase cannot
be caught, there should be a space in the transcript to indi-
cate this. These are all quite straightforward guidelines. But
the real art of the transcriber is in using punctuation and
occasional phonetic spelling to convey the character of
speech.

The transcript is in this sense a literary form and the
problems which it raises are inseparable from those qf sub-
sequent quotation. The spoken word can very easily be
mutilated in being taken down on paper and then transferf'ed
to the printed page. Some distortion is inevitable in cutting
out pauses and distracting hesitations or false starts in the
interests of readability. Much more serious is the distortion
when the spoken word is drilled into the orders of written
prose, through imposing standard grammatical forms and &
logical sequence of punctuation. The rhythms and tones of
speech are quite distinct from those of prose. Equally import-
ant, lively speech will meander, dive into irrelevancies, an
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retum to the point after unfinished sentences, Lifective prose
is by contrast systematic, relevant, spare, It is therefore very
tempting for the writer, wishing to make a point effectively,
to strip a spoken quotation, re-order it, and then, in order to
make it continuous, slip in some connecting words which
were never in the original. The point can be reached when
the character of the original speech becomes unrecognizable.
This is an extreme, but any writer, unless continually aware
91' this danger, may at times reach such a level of decadence
in transcription.

The difficulties may be illustrated by taking as an example
one of the first passages in Ronald Blythe's Akenfield, an old
farm worker’s account of a domestic economy in the years
before 1914. The picture he gives is very bare, highly effective
—but so terse in detail that one wonders how far the originat
interview has been tidied up:

Thete were seven children at home and father’s wages had been
reduced to 305, 2 week. Our cottage was nearly empty—except
for people. There was a scrubbed brick floor and just one rug
made of sceaps of old clothes pegged into a sack, The cottage had
& living-room, a larder, and two bedrooms, Six of us boys and
gitls slept in one bedroom and our parents and the baby slept
in the other, There was no newspaper and nothing to read except
the Bible. All the village houses were Jike this. Out food was apples,
potatoes, swedes and bread, and we drank our tea without milk
or sugar. Skim milk could be bought from the farm but it was
thought a Juxury. Nobody could get enough to eat no matter how
they tried. Two of my brothers were out to work, One was eight
years old and he got 33, a week, the other got about 7s.

There is in these lines an unremitting logical drive. Every
word stands with evident purpose in its proper place. Every
p}\r:uc is correctly punctuated. There are no ragged ends, no
diversions to convey the speaker’s own tense of a childhood
home, or the bitterness or humour felt in poverty. Some
phrases read like the authors own comments: “skimmed
mill ., . was thought a Juxury", There are no dialect words,
o grammatical irregularities, no sparks of personal idiosyn.
€rasy. The passage may convince but, unfile many others in
the same book, it does not come alive. One wishes
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but is provided with no indjcation of, where the interview
has been cut, and what has been put in to sew it up again,

We can turn for a contrast to George Ewart Evans's
Where Beards Wag All, also about Suffolk villagers, some of
them from the same community, This is a book with more
dircct argument than Akenfield, but supported by substantial
quotations in which we seem to hear the people themselves
talking, cven thinking aloud, in their own, very different
style, as this old man:

I’s like this: thosc young ’uns years ago, I said, well—it’s like
digging a hole, / said, and putting in clay and then putting in a
tater on top o’ thet. Well, you won’t expect much will you? But
now with the young *uns today, it’s like digging a hole and putting
some manure in afore you plant: you’re bound to get some growth
ain’t you? It will grow won’t it? The plant will grow right well,
What I say is the young ’uns today have breakfast afore they set
off—a lot of ’em didn’t used to have that years ago, and they hev
a hot dinner at school and when they come home most of ’em
have a fair tea, don’t they? 7 said, These young "uns kinda got the
frame. Well, that’s it! If you live tidily that’ll make the marrow
and the marrow makes the boon (bone) and the boon makes the

frame.3

We have to pause here to listen, accept the difficult rhythm
and syntax of his speech, ruminating, wor!cing.round to the
parable image which he has held all the time in store. This
quotation certainly requires more adaptation by the reader.
But that may be needed, and if so will become generally
learnt, as the qualities of speech become more undcrsFood.
George Ewart Evans is using artistry in his quotation a5
much as Ronald Blythe. Probably some hesitations, pazu;efi
or repetitions have been elimingted from the recor t}fj :
speech, and he has put in punctuation. But he has dorie o
in a way which preserves the texture of the speech. tztli o
are used to indicate unexpected emphasis, and puncttila; o
to bring the phrases together rather than to separz}t?t ;n d
The syntax is accepted; the breaks in the passage the A
occasionally a word is spelt phonetically to suggest 21 sou.

. . :ckly re
jalect. Too much phonetic spelling quick!
of E}j_ef.lf 1o whateusr corial class) to absurdity, but the
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odd word to convey a personal idiosynerisy, or a key tonen
alocal accent like the Suffolk *hev’ and ‘thet’ used here, help
to make a passage readable as speech without losing any of
the force of 1ts meamng

In transferning speech into print the lustonan thus needs
to develop a new kind of hterary slsll, which allows s
writing to remain as faithful as possible to both the character
and meaming of the onginal This 15 not an art normally
needed 1n documentary work But the analogy with docu
mentary quotation in other ways sets a useful standrd Ttis
unfortunately not the usual practice 1 sociological studies
quoting 1interviews to indicate cuts and other alterations
Histonans can, however, 1nsist on the care normal n their
own disaipling, showing exaisions by a dotted line, mter-
politions by brackets, and so on A re-ordening cannot be
aceeptable 1f 1t results in a new meamng, unintended by the
speaker And the creation of semu fictional informants, by
exchanging quotations betw een them, or dividing two from
one¢, or creating one out of two, must always be by the
standards of scholarship indefensible An oral documentary
which does this may gain 1n effect, but 1t becomes 1magina
e Diterature a different Lind of historical evidence

Oral lustonans 1 the United States have troduced an
additonal standard 1n their practice After transcription,
typeseripts are sent to the informant for correction 4 This
clerly has advantages n picking up simple errors and ms-
spellings of names It can also result n sumulating new
information, and political histonans who use the mterview
method oficn send transenpts for thus purpose But 1t has
drawbacks too Many informants find 1t impossible to resist
rewnung the onginal com ersationat speech mto a conven-
tiennl prose form They lso may delete sentences and re-
phrsc others to change the impression guen from some
particular memory Since the onginal tapes are rrely con-
sulted 1n Amenican archives, and the transenpt rather than
the tape 18 regarded s the authontative oral tesumony, the
process of correction weahens the authentisty of
evidence m use In additon, while some
retired public figures, may hwe the ume
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experience. Yet oa the one hand bicgmephy ase formmats
generalization diffcult, while oa the other, 2 wider azahs
tco casily becomes impersonal and diverced fom real e
perience. We shall need to return to this queston Iz ez
sidering interpretation: but it is also vital in relation to o=
choice of form.

There are broadly three ways in which oral history ez
be put together. The first is the single life-story parrative.
For an informant with a rich memory it may well seem that
no other choice can do the material full justice. Nor need
a single lifc narrative present just one individual biography.
In outstanding cases it can be used to convey the history
of a whole class or community, or become a thread around
which to reconstruct a highly complex series of events. Thus
the autobiography of Nate Shaw in All God’s Dangers is
powerful just because it stands for the wider experience of
the black pcople of the southern United States; while the
cntire reconstruction by Peter Friedlander of the forming
of a car workers’ trade union, in The Emergence of a UAW
Local 1936-1939, is based upon the exceptione}l memory of 2
single worker, the union’s first branch president, Edmund
Kord. '

The sccond form is a collection of stories. Since none of
these need to be separately as rich or corl}plete as a sufglbi
narrative, this is a better way of presenting more typlcti1
life-history material. It also allows the stories to be used m}lcn
more easilyin constructing a broader historical mterprectlat;t;n ,
by grouping them—as a whole or fragmented—aroun lii'e '
mon themes. Thus Oscar Lewis explores the family o
the Mexican city poor in The Children of Sanchez, by t‘adrei
for one family the different accounts -of paufents-aélni(;in Cnsion
and bringing them together into 2 single multi-cime

i be used to0
:cture. On a larger scale, a group of lives may

ggrtray a whole community: 2 village, as m.AI.eryfeld,fgz uas
town, as in Speak for England. Or the collection maywork-
upon’a single social group of theme, like f'enwomené ?; oo
ing. This approach has been very ?He?u‘f}iy gsrzadsh};ftl -
1 history projects, as, for example, in the 5 @
gf)inest?c :—Zr}/)ice published by an adult education group
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Oxfordshire, or the Working Lires of the People’s Autobio-
graphy of Hackney.

‘The third form is that of cross-analysis: the oral evidence
is treated as a quarry from which to construct an argument.
It is of course possible within onc book to combine analysis
with the presentation of fuller life-stories. In my own Ed:rard-
fans, a series of family portraits, chosen to represent the varied
social classes and regions of Britain, is interwoven between
the more directly analytical chapters. But wherever the
prime aim becomes analysis, the overall shape can no longer
be governed by the life-story form of the evidence, but must
emerge from the inner logic of the argument. This will nor-
mally require much briefer quotations, with evidence from
one interview compared with that from another. Usually
—cven with the help of footnotes—only a bare context for
each quotation can be provided. Argument and cross-
analysis are clearly essential for any systematic development
of the interpretation of history. On the other hand, the loss
in this form of presentation is equally clear. Because of this,
these basic forms are not so much exclusive alternatives as
complementary, and in many cases the same project needs
to be brought out in more than one of them,

Another choice which arises naturally from the origin of
oral evidence in the co-operation of an interview-—and very
often the carrying out of field-work by a group—is the pos-
sibility of a jointly edited publication. Indeed, in presentation
through radio or television, teamwork is of course essential.
Here the roles are clearly defined: technicians, producer,
historian, interviewee. But with printed publications a more
flexible approach is possible. For a school project, or a com-
munity oral history, the collective work in putting together
oral material may be as valuable an experience as the re-
cording itself. In a community project a group of old people
may record each other's reminiscences, discuss them to-
gether, decide what to choose for publication, correct and
claborate the scripts, and so on. In a school . |
co-operation will be more likely over production:
the best extracts, design, and printing.

Similarly, oral evidence suggests 3 new look
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messages conveyed can be less eanly clanfied, and the pic-
torial meamungs tend to be symbolic rather than precise,
television presents argument in a more diffuse form than
radio But tecing the mnformants themselves, and old photo-
graphs of their famulies, homes, and work-places, does bnng
another dimension of istorical immediacy

Most of these forms in broadeasting can be relevant to a
third area of oral hustory presentation—~muscum work the
Mlustrated lecture, for example, 1n which tape excerpts can
also be combined with shdes, or the comner of a museum,
where an automatically operated sound and shde show can
be repeated to vintors at intenvals duning the day Here
agan there s aspeciat form  the linkang of 1 museum display
—a reconstructed room, or perhaps a single ohject~—to a
bnef taped extract from an nterview This can either be
repeated automatically at intervals, or operated by a press-
button, or visitars can be lent cassettes to carry round the
bulding themselves The extract 1s best when sery bnef, less
than a minute A labourer cin speak about ploughing, or
aweaver explam a loom In the Impenal War Museum you
can hear the sound of marclung and guns as you ook at ex.
hubats from the trenches, or enter a recrutung booth where
an old soldier’s voice recounts what 1t was Iike to be signed
on
Local hustory work overlaps with that of muscums, espects
ally m lectuning, but also in pubhcations Local booldets
can be very effectine when focused on 2 community or a
spectal theme They probably male the most effectne use
of oral evidence when enough of the bogmptucal detad s
Ieft to make the quotations a senes of hfe-story sketches 100
Pictures in these booklets—which do not have to be taken
tnat the syme time as the text—are an undoubted advantage
Anather useful outlet 18 the newspaper column on Jocal
tustory In the United States several local history socieues
print excerpts {from interviews in a regular column, and vy
has been found ‘especanlly popular with newcomers . . . who
attempt to seek roots nto 3 new commumty' * It ean also
sumulate new anformation from older readers

The lecture « , both for hing and elsewhere,
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which 1t was collected, the forms of bias to which st 1s Lable,
and the methods of evaluation which are thus needed
matters which are our next concern  Above all, and always
most challenging, to fully succeed as history an mntegration
must be achieved of generality and detail, of theory and fact,

Watng a book which uses oral evidence, esther alone or
with other sources, thus does not in prinaple demand many
particular skills beyond those needed for any hustoneal wnts
mg The oral evidence can be evaluated, counted, compared,
and oited along wath the other matensl It 13 no more diffi-
cult, no caster But 1n some ways it 1 a different Jand of
expenence As you wnite, you are aware of the people with
whom you talked, you hemitate to gne meanmings to thar
words which they would wish to regect Humanly and
socially, this 18 a proper caution, and indeed anthropologsts
have shown it equally essential to scientific understanding
In wnung, too, you strongly wish to share with others the
insughts and vividness of the hie stories which have held your
ownimagmation Moreover, this 1s matenal which you have
not just discovered, but in one sense helped 10 create and
ss thus quite different from another document Tlus is why
an oral histonian will always feel = specially strong tension
between biography and cross analysis But this 1s a tension
which rests on the strength of oral hustory The elegance of
Instonical generalization, of sociological theory, flics hugh
above the ordintry life expenience m which orl tustory s
rooted The tension which the oral hustonan fecls 2 that of
the manspnng  between lustory and reality

The next stage 15 the evalurtion of the matenat wluch has
been collected We have carher considered at some length,
n the chipter on Tvidence, the Torms of bias to which o
sources are subject, and how far these are shared with docu-
mentary evidence But how in pracuce does the hustonan
cheel the relinbality of oral source matenal?

There are three basic precantions which must be taken
First, cach interview needs o be assessed for mtermal cons
sstency 1t must be read as a whole Ifan ©
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tendency to mythologize or to produce stereotyped generaliz-
ations, this will recur throughout an interview. The stories
in it may then still be taken as symbolic evidence of attitudes,
but not as reliable in factual detail, as they might be with
another informant. Similarly, suppression of information
can be revealed by a repeated avoidance of discussion of a
particular area—or through unresolved contradictions of
detail (such as date of marriage, and the birthdate and later
age of a first child, which was conceived before marriage).
Any extensive suppression or invention will produce ex-
tremely obvious inconsistencies, contradictions, and ana-
chronisms, especially if the interview takes more than one
session. In such a case, it is best to discard the entire inter-
view. On the other hand, some inconsistencies are quite
normal. It is very common to find a conflict between the
general values which are believed true of the past and the
more precise record of day-to-day life; but this contradiction
can be in itself highly revealing, for it may represent one of
the dynamics of social change—and a perception which is,
in fact, rarely possible through any other source than oral
evidence. On a more humdrum level, memory is in general
less precisely reliable on a matter of chronology, or a brief
once-for-all incident, than on the detail of a recurrent process
of work or social or domestic life. By contrast, a small minor-
ity of informants can be found whose richness and consistency
of memory is absolutely exceptional. Because it is so exten-
sive, the accuracy of such a memory is easier to confirm from
other sources: a list of land occupiers, for example, from the
rate books; or the year of a local suicide might be traced
back to a newspaper report. But even with such cases, as with
others, by first looking at the interview as a whole, you can
arrive at a good measure of the general reliability of the in-
formant as a witness.

On many points a cross-check can be made with other
sources. This can of course be a cumulative process as material
is gathered in: a series of interviews from the same locality
will provide numerous factual cross-checks between each
other. Details can similarly be compared with manuscript
and printed sources. ‘4ny evidence’, as Jan Vansina puts it,
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2 purely guaniitative essess—ent of
mation which they conwin, 1o see i this 5 cpmTmeny wis
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useful yardstick of Low fzr the collection mizht be :
on other points where no such compzarison seas posshle In
2 recently completed study of “Tre Faxily znd Communin
Life of East Anglian Fishermex', for examyie, Trevor Lumrs
has put some of the basic information collected fom s
interviews into tzbuler form.5 Informanz were asted the
age 2t which they left school. Their erswers £t neatly wit
known national trends, both with dme 2nd acros sodal class:

Bom Scmef
Cesps=z Cesps:z
9L Iefischool before 1823 18300 10900 cwoer Sioper ooewmm
z2tiroriz 25 15 7 o 16 53
2113 53 33 55 =2 &3 33
zt1z0715 11 352 37 70 i3 33

Information had also been collected on the number of inom-
mant’s brothers and sisters, and whether any died in chilc-
hood. Fishermen are kmown to have been unusually slow
in reducing family size. When izbulated, the figures 2gea
prove compatible with national wends wowards lower infamt
mortality and fewer children—as again they are with knowa
difierences between social classes:

o

Bomn Faiher
Ceepsea Cospsz

before 1859 18909 10000 Owner SEppEr CEWIREAR

Number of
brothers
and sisters 99 70 %9 g1 &35 g5
of, who died
Vi b 84 i3 23

aschildren 15 3L 7
The historian with such test resulis at his elbow can wove
forvward vith some confidence into less charted terrain.

At this stage, some will be looking for pafierns, clues to-
ywards interpretation, in the facts before them. Others will
have started from a more definite theoretical standpoint, and
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experience, to obtain a critical view from long-service
employces who had given their lives to the enterprise, and
only donc so because they were prepared to accept its con-
ditions. The upper scrvants of a country house provide an
example. Yet while such employees are relatively easy to
locate, the transient workers who may even have outnum-
bered them are inevitably much harder to trace. Nor, it
must be strongly emphasized, will the use of written docu-
ments necessarily compensate for such an imbalance in the
oral cvidence. John Toland founded his new sympathetic
portrait of Adolf Hitler as ‘a warped archangel’, a misunder-
stood, ‘complex and contradictory’ character, on interviews
with 250 survivors of Hitler’s own circle.? He had no diffi-
culty in buttressing it from the German archives. It would
have been a different matter had he chosen to encounter
some of Hitler’s opponents and victims.

A special caution is also needed if counting it to be used as
part of the proof, because of the difficulties in retrospective
sampling. Tabulation can be a very valuable way of classify-
ing and disciplining one’s impressions of the contents of 2
number of intervicws. A careful scrutiny of interview material
with a coding frame in mind can indeed force a much more
precise consideration of what one is trying to show and what
evidence the interviews can offer. On the other hand, even
with interviews collected on a representative sample basis, 1t
is best to stick to the simpler forms of analysis and not venture
beyond straightforward percentages anfi strong correlation
patterns. For example, Trevor Lummis 'analysed a set of
thirty-five interviews for an Open University programme on
‘Historical Data and the Social Sciences’, concerning the
decline of domestic service in the early twentieth _centu}‘y-a
It has been suggested that one reason for this decline might
have bcen that middle-class employers wanted a morc
private family life, and that the presence of servants mcr.eased
distance between family members. A first look at t_he-mter-
views suggested, however, that the social gulfs within hdillc
household were less marked when it coptamed young chil-
dren. Deciding to take daily eating h.abzts as a test, he was
able to produce the following tabulations:
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another area of questioning, or a different key group of
informants is sought out. Alternatively, the original theory
does not fit the facts discovered. Can the theory be modified?
Or s it better to look at the facts from another quite different
perspective ? Tl}ere 1s, of course, no set procedure by which
such a developmg search for interpretation can be carried
f(?rward. By definition it demands flexibility and imagina-
tion. Not all will succeed. Scaling the historical heights is
dangerous. And few really interesting problems are ever
Jinally solved. Nevertheless, in the imaginative combination
of interpretation and field-work, the individual historian
does have a particular advantage over the large-scale
research project. It is a well-known defect of large-scale
operations that although they can encompass a much wider
range of possible explanations and sources, they cannot be
subjected to such subtle control and modification in detail.
They set out from an established research design, team work
is organized on that basis, time is finite and the field-work
must be completed well before the first draft of the final
report is written. Yet once the analysis of field-work is
started, it becomes clear that much of the material is of little
interest, but if only that particular area had been more
deeply explored ... The individual historian will not be
satisfied without that further search.

One can put this in another way, by comparing the
historian with a scientist. Scientific research advances
through a meandering sequence of general theory, observa:
tions and hunches, experiments, working hypotheses tested
by further experiments, dead ends, and further huncht'as.and
tests, until at last one hypothesis stands up to 'a]l conditions,
and, if appropriate, a reformulation of theory is then sought%
Any historical work suffers the inevitable disadvantage O
having to work from the real cases availa.ble ra-ther than ﬁ‘fﬁn
specially created experiments. But the big project, especia c){'
when using a field-work survey, is addlt‘mnally handlcafm;}t’;e
by telescoping into one all the experimental steps 0d o
central stages of research development. It thus stands "
danger of purchasing its greater resources at the cxpenseﬁc
—to use Jan Vansina’s phrase——‘the power of systema
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Eyen where an explicitly Marxist framework is used in labour
history, the tendency is for a whole section of society to be

conceived of as an individual, and the problem is then to explain
the institutional formation as the outcome of a rational process
within the consciousness of this guasi individual, In essence, a
historical formation is reduced to being the utilitarian consequence
of willful behaviour on the part of a rational individual.

But it is not always easy to locate this expected rationality;
nor to explain its shortfall in a particular case in terms of
general theoretical concepts such as, for example, ‘false
consciousness’:

At each juncture where a gap is seen between the abstractions of
the political economy of work, and the concrete reality of indi-
vidual, peer group, gang, clique, family, and neighbourhood—
of character and culture—there appear ad hoc psychological
notions invested with an astonishingly ubiquitous explanatory
power. Such notions ignore one of the basic problems of historical
thought: the nature of relationships among these many layers of
social reality . . . the complex structure of cultures and relation-
ships that develop and interact.

As the research proceeded, it emerged that only the older-
established American skilled Protestant workers could be
described in classic individualistic and rationalistic terms.
This group supplied most of the leadership, although it also
included many who felt no interest in the union. The
Appalachians also acted as individuals, but principally on a
moral basis: they joined the union relatively late, xyhcn they
believed that its cause was right, and once having joined werc
as utterly loyal as to their religious sects. The olflcr East
European migrants were much more concerned with what
was right or wrong in social or ethical terms for the conll-
munity, and acted explicitly as a group. Although personally
cowed and submissive, they disliked the forcmen and the
management, and became dependable supporters of thlc
union leadership. Their children, by con.trast, were mUC}_
more active and outspoken, and in particular a gml]lpv(zi
young Poles who belonged to neighbourhood gangs p 'l)uC:
a special role in the struggle. Like the older Slavs, they ac
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tagether, but with hutle social and poliical consciousness
they were pragmatic, oppor 1c~the unt 1labl
mulitant wildcatters willing to break a contract by strikung,
and then to man the flying pichet squad It was asof the
union to them was ‘a Ingger and better gang

It was only when these groups and ther atutudes had
been rdentified, that the narratnve of the struggle could be
meaningfully reconstructed Yet not only was none of this
farmation avatlable at the stact, but 1t was not even hnown
10 be needed The discosery of information and development
of an interpretation went forward hand 1 hand as, over a
peniod of esghteen months, Tredlander talled with the
union leader, Edmund hord hord had an exceptionally full
and accurate memory, and mdeed, remembered more as
hus mind became ncreasingly focused on these past years
Faedlander spent a full week with him three tmes, and
each of these prolonged sessions produced drafis, comments,
questions, and discussion  One of the two mtervals between
sessions included six hours of recorded telephone discussion,
another produced altogether seventy five pages of corre-
spondence They had to create between them nat just the
facts which were needed, but a mutual understanding and
language of exchange In one sense, as Friedlander observes,
the informuon came like any other facts used by histonans
because someone ashed a question of reality’ But st 1s more
fundamentally sigmificant that the answers emerged from
the interchange of theory and fact 1 1 ‘entical dialogue’
between the two men

Fredlander draws from his expenence a view which s
sather less convineing  that the histonan should be secking
5ot so much speaific explanations leading to a set of bise
general concepts, m which the mformation s reduced and
smphfied to fit the concepts, as ‘meaningful deseniption”, 1n
which the role of theory 15 to enable elaborition and inerens
ing complexty He ealls thus ‘thuck desenpuon’ 1t does not,
howerer, seem a very helpful conclusion, and indeed could
le2d strasght back towrds a blind empinesm  For exactly
fhc same reason the clam sometimes made by ads of
people’s hustory® that their matenal 1 50 real that







INTERPRETATION THE MAKING OF HISTORY 221

mediating anfluences of parents, brothers and sisters, and
the wider famly, of peer groups and neighbours, school and
rehgion, newspapers and the media, art and culture Only
when the preese role of these mtermedsary institutions i,
for example, soctatization 1nto sex and class roles, has been
established, will a theoretical integration become a possin

bty Until then we can only guess how far the economic and
soaal system moulds personality, or the system 18 stself
shaped by basic biclogical drives A beginmng to such work
can be seen, espeaially in women's hustory~but 1t would be
foolish to claim more than this as yet. It represents, neverthe-
less, for the fiture probably the greatest challenge and con-
trnbution which oral evidence may offer to the making of
history

Letus end wath 2 brieflook forward into that future Whatin
fact can we hope for 1n the mabing of hustory? To begin
with, 3 stuft of focus sn the present debate about oral hustory

At present this 1s concerned chiefly wath the problems of 2
relatively new method and the reliability of the evidence
whuch st produces While some of 1t 1 helpful and necessary,
there 135 also 100 much whuch 1s mostly negatine and design

edly eymeal We can be certam, howeser, that with time
the development of the method stself will be consolidated
and the value of sts evidence mescapable Oral ewdence
will become accepted as one among many other histoncal
sources, assumed to be nesther more nor less intnnsically
trustworthy, but ke them subject to the normal processes of
Instoncal evaluation This does not mean that the debate
about the reliababity of evidence should cease, but that ot
should be extended 1t would be an excellent conequence of
oal hustary 1f st brouglt more awreness of the fallinhty of
hutoneal evidence 1n general, not mercly on points of detail,
but especially because of the exteat to whech all are moulded
by wndnidual perception and sclected through social buas,
thuy conveying parusan messages of proudice and power

It would follow, too, that the argument was not confined 1o
the nature of evidence or the methods of © e but
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concerned the social and political purposes of history itself,
This is a much more fundamental question which historians
have evaded for far too long.

The acceptance of oral evidence will bring about a change
in the resources available to historians. It will become a
normal rather than exceptional element in the county record
office or the city library local collection. There will be 100
substantial local oral archives in Britain in the place of the
present twenty; in the United States perhaps 500 where
there are now 100; and so on. There will be fully organized
national sound archives, too, following the lead of countries
like Sweden, Holland, and Canada. The problem of tran-
scription will remain, but it will also change. At the moment,
even in the United States, roughly half the recorded evidence
collected by oral historians is untranscribed—and it is
hardly likely that at any given moment in the future there
will not remain a substantial backlog as field-work goes on.
But the cumulative amount of transcribed material available
to the historian will go on growing, not just from current
research projects, but also as earlier untranscribed deposits
become, with time, of increasing value, until either a
voluntary local historian, or the archive itself, decides to put
them on paper.

These resources will affect both the teaching and the
writing of history. At present it requires unusual effort and
imagination for a school-teacher or a history lecturer to use
recordings in teaching, or a museum to incorporate them
into a historical display: breathing life into an arrangement
of dead objects—however faithful as a rcconstructl’on of 2
cottage room, a bar, a recruiting office, or a clqgger ] “.;ork-
shop—with the immediacy of the human voice. Unique,
often disarmingly simple, epigrammatic, yet at the same time
representative, the voice can as no other means !mng the
past into the present. And no doubt its best use wﬂl always
be in a particular, specially prepared context, 'h.ke such a
museum display, or in a radio programme, or arsing from a
creative educational project. But it has a place in more
straightforward learning and teaching, too, which has yet to
be realized. We have recently seen a prolific growth in the
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visual evidence of the past available through pubhicatons of
books of photographs There will 1n time be a paraliel
development 1 sound, so that eventually 1t becomes rela-
tnely eanier to find an extract published on tape of a par-
tieular person, event, or theme 1 ether pohitteal or soial
history

The photograph has created a new type of visul hustory,
compelling, but i ats human message emgmatic The voice
1 exphat Its use changes not only the texture of history,
but us content It shifts the focus from laws, statisucs,

d wors, and gover , to people The balance 1
altered politics and economics can now be seen—and thus
Judged—from the recesving end, as well as from above And
1t becomes possible to answer previously closed questions
extending established fields such as political hustory, ntel-
lectual hustory, economuc and socal hustory, adding to other
newer areas of mquiry—working-class hustory, women’s
hutory, fimuly hustory, the ustory of racial and other
mnontes, the history of the poor and of the siliterate—a
whole new dimension We hase already in exsting titles—
Akenfield, Where Beards Wag All, Working, Workless, Pit men,
Preackers and Polties, From Mouths of Men, Dicwsion Street, The
Clasne Stum, Below Statrs, The Chldren of Sanchez, All God's
Dangers, The Leaptng Hare—the first swallows of 2 new
summer  As others follow, hutory will be changed and
ennched

The new balance to the content of hustory, and the sources
of1ts evidence, will alter sts judgement, and so, eventually, it
message as public myth We shall find from the past a differ-
et set of heroes ordinary people as well as leaders, women
s well a3 men, black as well as white History, which once
could only weep for 8 King Charles T on the scaffold, can
now share gnef with the old siterate widower, Nate Shasw,
twice-arrested blacl Alabama sharecropper, at the loss of hus
wife Hannah

T jost felt tike my very heart was gone. I’d stayed with her forty-

d years, and that was short, short—except bein pulled off and
Palin pruon T picked her out amongst the grls i thi country
and 3t was the eanest thung 1n the world to do
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Christian girl when I married her, And she was a woman that
wanted to keep as far as her hands and arms could reach, all
the surroundings, she wanted to keep it clean. And I've kept
mysclf clean as I possibly could. But in past days, I've sneaked
about in places, I did. I own to my part of wrongness . . ., I liked
women, but ... I desperately kept clean of runnin too much to a
extreme at other women when I had her. Regardless of all cir-
cumstances, I weren’t a man to slip around at women and no
matter what I said to another woman or what I done, I let my
wife come first . . . I'm praisin her now, I’m praisin her for what
she was—she was a mother for her children, she was a mother for
for her children—and when they put me in prison, the whole
twelve years, she stayed by her children, she didn’t waver ...
loved that gal and she dearly proved she loved me. She stuck
right to me every day of her life and done a woman’s duty. Weren't
a lazy bone in her body and she was strict to herself and truthful
to me. Every step she took, to my knowledge, was in my favor.
There's a old word that 2 man don’t ever miss his water until his
well go dry , . .10

There will be more biographies like Nate Shaw’s. Whose,
we can only guess. A London West Indian bus conductqr; a
British Leyland assembly-line car worker; a Belfast boiler-
maker’s wife; a supermarket checker-out; a Welsh sheep-
farmer; a Pittsburgh steelmaker; a Californian telephomnist;
a New South Wales truckdriver ... Who knows? Qr what
particular questions oral history will succeed in solving. The
riddle of British working-class Toryism? Whether the old
family firm was an economic asset or a handicap? How far
industrialization emancipated women, or conﬁnf:d them as
housewives to still more limiting male domination? What
makes some social groups prefer to educate, and others t:
beat their children? How some persecuted 'lmmlgrant
minorities prosper, and others not? In what social ;on}’:e:ie
are major scientific discoveries made? To each <'Jb ﬁ:i ;n
problems, oral history could make a crlt}cal contribution.
Which are chosen depends on who sees th.ls first. 1 into

In principle, the possibilities of oral history exten e
every historical field. But they are more fundamen -
some than to others. And they provide an underlying qulrr "
towards a history which is more personal, more soclal, 2
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kev zeeizl and polideal fmportance of oral history. It pro-
vides @ mew bags for origizal projects; not just by profes-
sicraly, but by students, by schaolchildren, or by the people
cf a commuzity. Thev do not just have to learn their own
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Chapter 2 Historians and Oral History

For oral history in non-literate societies, see Jan Vansina, Oral Tradition;
D. F. McQCall. 4frica in Time Perspective, 19643 D. L. Page, History and the
Homeric Iliad, Berkeley, 1959. For the changing character of perception
in the first age of printing, Robert Mandrou, Introduction to Modern France
1500-1640, An Essay in Historical psychology, 1975. Scott, Aubrey, and
Gough are discussed in George Ewart Evans, From Mouths of Men, 1976;
for the subsequent development of local history, see Raphael Samuel,
‘Oral Historyand Local History’, History Workshop, 1. For the early develop-
ment of social survey methods in Britain and Europe, see Anthony Ober-
schall, Empirical Social Research in Germany 1848-1914, 1965; and Marie
Jahoda, Paul Lazarsfeld, and Hans Zeisel, Marienthal, trans. 1972, p. 100fl.
For autobiography in Germany, see Oberschall; in France, T. Zeldin,
Times Literary Supplement, 17 June 1977. For historians: J. W. Thompson,
4 History of Historical Writing. New York, 1942. Full accounts of related
developments in folklore are provided by R. M. Dorson (ed.), Folklore
Research Around the World, Bloomington, 1961 ; Folke Hedblom, ‘Methods
and Organization of Dialect and Folklore Research in Sweden’; Sean
O’Sullivan, ‘The Work of the Irish Folklore Commission’; Alan Bruford,
“The Archive of the School of Scottish Studies’; Stanley Ellis, “The Survey
of English Dialects and Social History’; “An Introduction to the work of
the (Leeds) Institute of Dialect and Folk Life Studies’, 0H, 2, 2,and 4, 1;
and Oral History Association, Selections from the Fifth and Sixth National
Colloguia on Oral History, 1972. For oral history in the context of the
rapprochment of history and sociology, see the review art1c.le, Martin
Bulmer, ‘Sociology and History: Some Recent Trends’, Soczzflogy, 8_’ I
PP. 137~50. For fuller surveys of the oral history movement in ,vanous
regions: Paul Thompson, ‘oral History in North America’; Rolf
Schuursma, ‘The Sound Archive of the Film and Science Foundation and
the Dutch Radio Organisation’; Paul Thompson, ‘The Bologna Con-
ference’ and ‘Oral History in Israel’; Andrew Roberts, “The Use of Ora}
Sources for African History’, Of, 3, 1; 1, 25 5, I, pp. 21 and 35 f;

, L, ) )
angolf‘ a brief list of pioneering examples of oral history bcforc 1345:
Bede, History of the English Church and People; John Aubrey, Brief éawei,
Richard Gough, Human Nature Displayed in the History of A{{ddlez II ‘33 p
oral local history of ¢. 1700; among novels, Charlotte Brf)ntc s Shir e})), ar}{
Arnold Bennett’s Clayhanger; in social history, Jules Michelet, L; eﬂ[)m;
Paris, 1846; as studies of poverty, Henry Mayhew’s London Lalot'lf :”.
the London Poor, 1851, and B. S. Rowntree and B. L.asker, Ur‘zemﬁ Q‘},f/’?]d i;z
a Social Study, 1911; F. Engels, Condition of the Wan’czfzg Class in £ing gturt
1844, 1845—the first Marxist field-work; as rural history, George Sturhy

. ; i ; . Webb, History of
Change in the Village, 1912; In labour history, S. an;l)alil ‘Izjxdin, Crasting

de Unionism, 1894; among autobiographies, ‘ ; i
gfmiler ';Z;Z;i and Lglﬁ;s Rider Haggard, I Walked 'b_y Night, Being I/:td{::f
and Hist;(y of the King of the Notfolk Poackers, 19353 1n community studics,
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Harvey Zorbaugh, Gold Coast and Stum, 1929, and C M Arensberg and

3 Muchelet, Hustorrs de la Récolution Frangaue, Pans, 1847, 2, p 530
*la tradition orale’, Thompson, 2, P 24t

2 Haley, ‘Black Hustory, Oral History and Genealogy’, OHR, 1973,
P 1417

8 Trans, L. Shurley-Price, 1955, p 34.

4P &

8. Works,trans W F Fleming, New York, 1927 V,p 62, XI,p gand
XVIII, pp 6, 8 and 15, Thompsen, 2, p 67

Trans R. Rawlnson, 1728, pp 276-8

Thompson, 2,p 67
1100 0074418

o o

Myddle Under the Tudors and Stuarts, Leicester, 1974-
(?bcnchall, p 8t For England South, The Working Alan's Way n
Yo , A N

=

' . . .
Del, wnterspersed wnth locel desersptions, Garnsborough, 3793 The How I
Became @ Socualust senes of the 18908 thlustrates the conversion test-
monial 1n reverse, For a French example, Martin Aadaud  Afemorres
& Lenard, antien gurgonmagon, Panis, 1895, and (M Agulhon, ed ), 1977
Géhre s German senes started with Carl Fischer, Denkwtirdigherten
i Ennrergungen eunes erbesters, Lerpuig, 1904—-abnck factory worker
Orie of the classics of the new genre was subsequently translated into

" f—;sluh Adelhaid Popp, The Autobiography of a 1t erking Woman, 1912

9P u

14 Eileen Yeo, ‘Mayhew a3 a Socal Investgator®, E P Thompson and
£ \co (eds.), The Unknown Aayhex, 1971, pp 54-63

35 Mary H pey, Glunpse wito the Abyss, 1906, Jack London, The Peopls
of 8 Ay, 1903, Gearge Orwelt, Down ard Out 1n Pang and Londom,

1933, Sherard, pp 41-3, Harold Wright (ed ), Letters of Stephem
Revolds, 1923 b 109, to Tom Woolley, 25 October 1908, and Darly

G Aren, 22 May 1923 Sec also the percepuve preface to Seems Sol

¥ ?;s""‘v'ﬂi’dp. 1018, pp a7 and 158, Margaret Cole, Beatrice Webb,

P39

17 Edenemsy Joum AVIp s

18 d B Lecvent of the Lirary Undertdngs of Hibert Hoe Besereft,
03,0 W, Caughley, Habert Howe Banergft, Hutonea of the Thest,
1
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Berkeley, 1946 ; Willa Baum, ‘Oral History: a revived tradition at
t.hi6 Bancroft Library’, Pacific North West Quarterly, April 1967, pp.
57-04. ’

19. PP- V) 3, 520.
20. pp.1v-vi, 1, 5and 11. David Hume and Edward Gibbon worked with

similar care.

21. H. P. Rickman (ed.), Meaning in History, 1961, pp. 85-6.

22. Trans. G. G. Berry, p. 1.

23. Acton’s letter to contributors: Fritz Stern, The Varisties of History,
New York, 1956, p. 247.

24. Langlois and Seignobos, pp. 129, 134, 155, 175, 196; Collingwood,
p. I31.

25. Tke Struggle for Mastery in Europe 1848~1918, Oxford, 1954, pp. 569
72,

26. Listener, 1 February 1973, p. 148; English History 191445, Oxford,
1945, P. bog; Struggle for Mastery, p. 574

27. B. Malinowski, ‘Myth in Primitive Psychology’, in W. R. Dawson
(ed.), The Frazer Lectures, 1932, p. 97; of. Sex ond Repression in Sorage
Society, 1927, p. 104; Radin, p. viii.

28. pp. ix~x. Somebody was also playing with such ideas in New York:

witness the caricature of Professor Sea Gull, with his vast project of

‘An Oral History of Qur Time’, an informal history of ‘the shirt-

sleeved multitude’, incomplete after 26 years barroom tippling and

flophouse dossing, of Joseph Mitchell’s AfcSorley’s Wonderful Saloon,

1938, pp. 68-86.

Paul Thompsor, ‘The BBC Sound Archives’, OH, 1, 2, pp. 11-18—

and a prime source for Asa Briggs, History of Broadcasting in the United

Kingdom, 1961 ; others were A. J. P. Taylor and Theo Barker.

30. SSRC Newsletter, 31, July 1976, p. 6.

31. From Moutks of Men, p. 187.

32. OH, 1, 3, p. 46.

33. p. 142.

2g.

Chapter 3 The Achievement of Oral History

Economic History: Christopher Storm-Clark, ‘The Miners, 1870-1970:
a Test-Case for Oral History’, Victorian Studies, XV, 1; Gould Colman,
“Theoretical Models and Oral History Interviews’, Agricultural Histoy; 415
July 1967; Allan Nevins, Ford, 1954-62; George Ewart Evans, Where
Beards Wag All, the foundry, migrant brewery labour, craftsmen; for
jtinerant trades, research in progress, Colin Bundy, Dermot Healy, and
Bill Williams, Manchester Polytechnic; for fishing, George Ewart Evans,
The Days That We Have Seen, 1975; Trevor Lummis, “The Oct:\lpalt_:mﬂal
Community of East Anglian Fishermen’, British Joumnal of Sa.z:wlogJ‘"i
XXVIII, 1, March 1977, and SSRC Research Report, “The Fiarmly ant
Community Life of East Anglian Fishermen’; Peter Frapk, “Women's
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4 ork i the Yorkshure Tnshore Fishung Induwstry’, and P J Edwards aad
Jean Manhall, ‘Sources of Conflict 1 the Trawhng Industnes of Hull
2=d Grumuby Between the Wass', OH, 4, 1, and §

Oa sgncutture, George Ewart Evans, The Horse 11 the Furrow, 1960,
The Ferrs end the Village, 1669 and Where Beardy ag All, Dand Jenkns,
The Aprculture) Communrty v South West $ales ot the tumn of the 20tA Century,
1951, Carot Faters, ‘Persutence and Change 10 Farming Methodsimn a
Suffolk Village', OH, 4,3 See 2lso rural woewad hstory below

On the entreprencur Thea Vigue, SSRC Research Report, ‘Middle
and Upper Class Famibes 1n the early goth Century’, nngle examples are
Nevias, Ford, and George Ewart Evans, From Mouths of Men, pp 2130,
oy qmall usmesmen, T Vigne 2nd A, Howkns, ‘The small shopkeeper
in mdwtnal and market 1owns', 10 G Crossck (ed }, The Lower Middle
Qtass o Bruain 16y0~191 4, 1977

Hutory ofsaiee~ ™ 7 -
RaXs Astrotonyx
g/« o Aediemne | . .

ch, *Saence » wids ustory Assocauon, Fourth
Actonl Googuom . Gred Histog, Nows Vort e o

Hutoryofest = = 30 o
Shgh Mlr « L. .. :

Learr B ¢ - - =5 Lause breid, *A Socialos e

- , gical Profile

Bl Metsodu, 02, 1, Robert Tawler and Audrey Chambere

:;:;ts Cor man Religon®, Sozzgml Year Buok of Religon w Bntawn, 6,
¢ smmense secondary } fe

Chapter 2 xnd below o folklo -

Labour hutory for 8 fulf bibliography sce Robert Turner, “The con-
;::ugngxrl oral evidente to labour hustory’, OH, 4, 1 Labour 'bmzmphv
Yo a:\d se and Joyee Bellamy, Dutonary of Labour Brography, ta72,
Pyl tsughton Lynd, {em and File, Personal Histores by Workug
i c; ‘vzmlﬁm Amenco, Now York, 1573, People’s Autobiography of
oty '951; ; sng Lives, 1903~45, 1575, Arthur Randelt, Fenland Redway

% a;bmgm Mecleltas, The Furrow Bebund Me, 1962, and Margaset
bl o ates, 4968, Examples 1n French are Adelade Dlasquez,
Ny &“’n:}mu&n s Pary, 1937, and Bruno Jear, “Un Ouvrrer du Texe
oot w;phxqm, VI, 5, Laval, Queber, 1976 Onuaton-
wrran mka Teter Prcdlsnder, The Enagave of o UAYY Locol

burgh, 1975, Anthony Mason, The Cenerdl Stnke tn the

N kLt ygm
iod), The cﬂ;;!l;:zft’uyr?\s\ yocoll and Hywel Francss in Jeffrey Skeltey

i 5 A, Lane ond K. Robests, Falkg.
Ay ;1& Hay and J' McLaughla, Tbe Orat mf::':y‘ ‘Zr |

sy b‘mdml s M\m' Howky, *Seevctucal Conflvet asd the st?::
Nesd ang BobTM s Joumel of Peasant Studies, 4,3, 1977, Sidaey
1) Tty l;x‘mtr, Profitahanng and Autocracy the caseof} T,
Hao & ) tley, Woollen Manufacturers, 1892~1966", Bunx :
v 'J -“:"117 1976, Robert Turner, *Lsay sn Ol 'Ihsxo.m
Joszaa Bornat, “Home and Vo' Formen’s Zhtay e
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OH, 5, 2. On the unemployed: Studs Terkel “ne
Broadfoot, Ten Lost Teari'), 'I)‘,oronto, 1973; Df:x,mfi{sa;\a;aﬁgwcﬁ '1’:?&% [I};m
N It . Uﬁ;
Worlzless, 1973; Ray Broombhill, ‘Using Oral Sources in writing a social
gustory of the unemployed during the Depression in South Australia’
in Joaz} Caz'npbell {ed. 3 Oral History 75, Latrobe, 1975; John Sm'llc‘
Interviews in Labour History’, OH, 1. ’

On labouring communities: Raphael Samuel,  “Quarry Roughs™:
Life and Labour in Headington Quarry, 1860-1920", I';Ezgz L:'_,g ed
La-bour, 1975; Moore, Pit-men, Preachers and Politics, and Storm-Clark, ‘The
anfars - > above; David Egan and Merfyn Jones, ‘Recording Welsh
Mining Communities’, OH, g4, 1.

On work experience and class-consciousness: Studs Terkel, Workirs,
New York, 1974; Liliana Lanzardo, Class Operaie ¢ Portito Commumists
alla Fiat ... 1945~68, Turin, 1971; David Douglass, Pit Life in Cournly
Durham, 1971~ The Durham Pitman’ in R. Samuel {ed.), Miners, Quern-
men and Saltworkers, 1977 ; also on miners, George Ewart Evans, From Mouths
of Men; Trevor Lummis, “The Occupational Community of East Anglian
Fishermen’, and Edwards and Marshall, above; Frank McKenna,
‘Victorian Railway Workers’, HW, 1; Bob Gilding, The Journeyre
Coopers of East London, History Workshop pamphlet4, 1971 ; Mavis Water,
‘Craft Consciousness in a Government Enterprise: Medway Dockyard-
men, 1860-1906°, Geofirey Tyack, ‘Service on the Cliveden Estate be-
tween the Wars®, OH, 5, 1.

Political history: on the unorganized, the rank and file, and the secretly
organized, Paul Thompson, The Edwardians, 1975, pp. 237 fI.; ‘The
Bologna Conference’ and ‘Oral History in Israel’, OH, 5, 1; Shawl Lsh,
Yad Washem Studies on the European Fewry Catastrophe and Resistance, Jeru-
salem, 1g60; Hywel Francis, ‘Welsh Miners and the Spanish Civil War',
Fournal of Contemporary History, 53, 3, 1970. Political documentary:
William Manchester, T#e Death of a President, 1967; W. H. Van Voris,
Violence in Ulster: an Oral Documentary, Amherst, 1975. Political bio-
graphy: Thomas H. Williams, Huey Long. 1969; Decan Albertson,
Roosevelt’s Farmer: Claude R. Wickard in the New Deal, New York, 19613
John Toland, Adolf Hitler, New York, 1976; Bernard Donoughuce and
George Jones, Herbert Morrison: Portrait of a Politician, 1973. On lo‘m‘
government: John Marshall, research project, Centre for North-West
Regional Studies, Lancaster University. .

On Military history: Mary P. Motley, The Invisible Soldier: the exf-
ience of the Black soldier, World War II, Detroit, 19753 David Lance, O/,
4, 2, pp. 17-18; General James Collins, Oscar Fitzgerald, Colan+l
Robert Zimmerman, and Benis Frank, ‘Taped Intervics and the Docu-
mentation of Viet Nam Combat Operations’, O/{R, 1974 'I?x‘crr_: are
special rescarch collections at the Imperial War Muscurtx and National
Maritime Muscum, London, and Sunderland Polytcchmc..

Colonial history: Charles Allen, Plain Tales from the Raj, 19755 C"""
bridge South Asian Archice, 19735 J. J. Tawney, “The Qral History prv-
gramme of the Oxford Colonial Records Project’, O, 1, 3.
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i Tradition;

scan hist :mnhodsandappmnchm,]anVammg, Oral r 3
Rﬁnrm;g:z Oral Letmatioe Africa 1970% _Payxf! _l}cm_ge, .The

Putpme $37 iey efP s Ned g sonn Ctpe oo Totuooos Tl Chambag

H L T e L I -

] . i e '
Alncan History', OH, 4, 8. »

Social hustory: general, Paul Thompson, The Edwardians; the Re
of Bruch Sacity, 1675,

Rural social history and community studies—the south and east:
Georse Ewart Evans, Ask the Fellows who Cut the Hay, 1956, Where Beards
Weg A, The Days That We Hare Seen, 1975; Ronald Biythe, Akenfield:
Poryat of o1 Enghsh Village, 1069; Raphael Samuel, ‘Quarry Roughs’ in
Village L3f and Laborr, above; Mary Chamberlain, Fenwomen, 5975, The
wost gnd north: Q. M, Arensberg and 8, T. Kimball, Fanly and Communty
ot elzad, Cambndge, Mastachusetty, 1940 and a enstical re-study, Hugh
Brody, Irubkillene, 19733 W. M. Willixms, The Soctology of an Englush Vitlage:
Ciforth, 1945, and 4 §3721¢ Country Village: Ashwerthy, 1964; James Little-
¥ha, Wange, 1963; Ian Carter, ‘Class and Culture among Farm Ser-
vantyia the North Esst, 1840-1984,” m A. A, Maclaren {ed.), Soaaf Class
o Setlend, Edenburgh, 975, Ene Cregeen, *Oral Sources for the Social
isory of the Seottsh Highlands and Islands’ and Oral Tradition and
Agranan Hastory i the West Highlandy', O, 4, 2, and 2, 1; David
Jenkuns, The Agrcultuse Commnly 15 South West Wales, above; 1, Emmett,
ANorth Wales Village, 1964, A D, Rees, Lifk tna Welsh Countryside, Cardift,
50 R. Frankenberg, {'/ags on the Border, 1957,

b’;‘ b3 socud hustory and community studies—the aity and city

. hood: Studs Terkel, Divion Street: Arenea, New Yack,

e Matlart, Stston Rerollected, Victoria, B.G., 1975; Boston
;;"”7 Neighbourhood Estory Series, The South End, 19753
L"b""‘: Th Clasre Slum, Manchester 1971; Paul Thompson,
:‘j'\;‘-&hu; vt Michaed WollT and H. 1. Dyos (eds.), The Victorion
o s Avtobuography of Hackney serias (TVorkune £iree

i - ".. " -
H 1 .
O . ql’«;xd,xgws;
iy . i v 5" g Workshep, 13
- o :ld'v 21 Mottt of Men, Part Ose, "I':hc Tow’, :\’lsn G
'&“g :‘4';7‘ :rynp:uacy, Tredituon end Change: 4 Study of Banbury, ;
- .\r;‘kn;LJg 21, Pergucience e2d Change, 1975; J. M. Mogey, el
vl (Oxford), 1936 nad € Rosserand €. G, Tharrs
]
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. a
tiblographical review, A, D. Roberts, “The Use of Oral Sources for
Afnean Hutory’, O, 4, 1.

Socual history; general, Paul Thomgon, The Ldrardians; the Remakusg
¢f Brituk Saeurty, 1975,

Rural soctal hustory and commumuty studies—the south and east:
Grorge Ewart Lvans, Ad the Fello.cy wha Cut the Hay, 1956, Where Beards
Wap AU, The Darse That We Have Seen, 15755 Ronald Blythe, dkerfeld

Joh, Wertnrgg, 1963; lan Carter, ‘Claet and Culture among Farm Ser=
‘ants in the North Last, 1B40~1914,” tn A. A Maclaren (ed ), Soal Clast
41 Scatland, Lainburgh, 1975, L Cregeen, *Qral Saurces for the Soctal
Hustory of the Scottush Highlandi and Islands® and Oral Tradiuen and
Acranan Mistory tn the West Highlands', OF, 2, 2, snd 2, 1; Davd
Jenking, The Aencultare Cormwuty 1a South West Weles, above, 1, Emmtf‘:‘
Eh faeet ba R awwm e amtgm o d e

bmn)mod Srudl Ttxld l)(:uxm &’ml. Amnrd. New York, 1967-

Daphrattet + o . — ccsp Pawiam B
tenany ¢ . " "
Rober L ' '
from ' .

rars: '

fmm 136 hmghnd lhgh SL, London m L(/th."lr senes fmm Institute

L e -,

LY TTHE . v a2 -
'

. . Lo 1
Samuel, *Oral Hirory and Local Huton !, Hutwy Ierkihop, 15 George
Ysears Lvany, Frrm Mty of Mo, Part One, "1 e Town', Abo from
scrlvgy, Margaret Stacey, Tref won end Chaeper A Sudyof Bahay, 1000,
and Sueny of ef, Pever, Porviorr eod Champr, 10355 ] M. Mogey, Fa ™y
€ A gPewiad, (Oford), 1956, and C. Ronscer and & G Harrw, 720
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1. George Ewart Evans, The Days That We Have Seen, p. 24.

2. ‘The Miners, the relevance of oral evidence’, OH, 1, 4, p. 74.
3. Pp. xii-xxxvili.

4. Donoughue, OH, 2, 1, pp. 83~4.

5. P. 4.

6. pp. 127, 144, 201.

Chapter 4 Evidence

On memory, especially F. C. Bartlett, Remembering, Cambridge, 1932;
Ian Hunter, Memory, 1957, revised edition 1964; Roberta L. Klatsky,
Human Memory, San Francisco, 1975.

On historical changes in perception, Mandrou, Introduction to AModern
France; also generally, Vansina, above. Gerontology: A. T. Welford,
dgeing and Human Skill, 1958; B. L. Neugarten (ed.), Middle Age and
Ageing, 1968. On interviewing and sociological methods: Herbert H.
Hyman, Interviewing in Social Research, Chicago, 1954; W. V. D. Bingham
and B. V. Moore, How to Interview, 1931, revised New York, 1959; Nor-
man Denzin (ed.), Sociological Methods, Berkeley, 1970; Barney G. Glaser
and Anselm L. Strauss, The Discovery of Grounded Theory, Chicago, 1967.
On consistency of accuracy in memory, in addition to works cited in
notes, David F. Musto and Saul Benison, ‘Studies on the Accuracy of
Oral Interviews’, Fourth National Colloguium on Oral History, OHA, 1960;
William W. Gutler, ‘Accuracy in Oral History Interviewing', Historicel
Methods Newsletter, June 1g970.

-~

- OH, 1, 4, p. g3.

2. pp. 183-7. . o
3. D.Read, Documents from Edwardian England, 1973, pp- 305-7; R. N. W.
Blake, The Unknown Prime Minister, the Life and Times of Bonar La,

1855, p. 130. .
4. ‘Populist Dreams’, dmerican Historical Review 76, above; cf. Mason,

General Strike . . ., pp. 70, 101.

5. OH, 1, 3, pp. 35, 46.

6. Trans. 1952, p. 37;
Princeton, 1967. N 4

%. Census of England and Wales for 1911, Volume XIII, ‘Fertility an
Marriage’, p. xv.

8. Frances Widdowson, ‘Elementary Teacher Tra
Class Girl’, and Susan Miller, ‘The Happy
poverty and the labaur migration scheme of 183;,-7’. E?'c Hostculcr;
‘Cottage Economy’, University of Essex M.A. dissertations .:md Om
History projects, 1976; Gudic Lawactz, ‘History on Fﬂ‘m \ 11:{!;!}
Workshop, 2, p. 124; cf. p. 137; Royden Harrison, Times Hightr
Education Supplement, 23 July 1976.

Jack Douglas, The Social Meanings of Suicide,

ining and the Middle
Coincidence: rural
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R.H.S Cromman, Listener, 1 February 1973, p 148, Frert A wlaof
Me, pp 1745
10 Hunter, p 175
11 Re-recording, e Calum Johnston, recorded by Alan Lomax of
- - - -
1

0 e lwna

w

Programmes (8 and g), pp 19-23, and O/, 1. 4, pp 14-17

12 H P Bahnck, P. O Babnck, and R. P Witthnger, ‘Fifty Years of
Memary for Names and Facet', Journal of Expervmental Piyehology
{304, 1), Marcch 1975

13 Jenking, p 5, Hunter, p 161

14 Bastlett, p 204

33 pp 10-13

16 1, pp 446-7

17 Roy Hay, 'Use and Abuse of Oral Evidence’, unpublished paper,

PP 45

18 Secan Q Sullvan, OH, 2, 2, pp g1, Vansina, OH, 5 1, pp 223,
Ranald ] Grele, Enzeloper of Sound, Chicago, 1975, pp 57, 61

19 Ol,5,5,p 23

20 James W Wilkie, *Alternative views in Hustory Histonea) Statsucs
and Ol Hutory’, i Ruchard E. Greenleaf and Mchael C. Meyer
{edv.), Research i Rlexican Hustory, Lancoln, Nebraska, 1973 p 84

at Hunter, p 227, Wellord, p 233

22 Hyman p 118

23 pp 159-Gt

24. Vanuna, p 93

25 Denzin, pp 190203

26 Caral Faiery, 'Persustence and Change 1o & Suffolk wilage!, Esex
Univeruty Socialogy BA. proect, 1936, p 36,

27 Ol 4 3,p 47

20, *Impheatons of Oracy an Anthropological View', O, 3, 1, pp.

415,

29 M, 1,p 130, sce alio Thea Vigne, note 11 sbove,

30 Denzin, p g24, Hyman, pp 234, 238~42

3 Pp 433,467

32 pay

33 L OM, 1, 8. pp. g1, q0-1,20d 1, 4,1 77+

34 Tp 1902

33- Nevganten, pp 173-7

36 Unpublahed interview, Faul Thompson and Thea Vigne, 008, pp
Your6,of Ol 5 g p 3t

37 Broomh I ¢ ., the Unemployed . 1n South Awustrala’, O, 1, 3
$. 39, 00,2, 1, 84, ¢f the unl; ble, unsystematic expenmeat
of host, Timer Lictary Sgpplement, § Decomber 1973, roview of £J-
#rerdiess

3N Sy fr Englnd, . y
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12

13
14
15
16
17
18

. g?ﬁi rﬁec:ga;z;z:g of Local Dialect, Standing Conference for Local
. p. 362.

. P. 362.

. Oliver, p. 14.

- OH, 1, 3, pp. 35-8.

. Oliver, p. 14.

. Vansina, pp. 198-200.

Chapter 7 Storing and Sifting

For preservation, storage, and archiving, see Wilfried Zahn, ‘Preserva-
tion and Storage of Tape Recordings’, and David Penn, ‘Sound Archives:
Towards Computerisation’, Phonographic Bulletin, 15, 1976, pp. 5-6 and
12-16. On the legal situation in Britain, see David Lance, OH, 4, 1, PP
96-7; in America, Baum, Oral History for the Local Historical Society, and
Truman Eustis, OHR, 1976, pp. 6-18. On cataloguing, the Aural History
Institute of British Columbia Manual is helpful. On transcribing, see
Raphael Samuel, ‘Perils of Transcript’, OH, 1, 2, on which I have drawn

closely.

I.

Baum, pp. 41-4; the Oral History Association guideline is less precise,
P. 46; she writes of the American legal situation generally concerning
oral history, pp. 47-8, that libel is defined as the publication ‘of false
utterance, without just cause, and which tends to expose the other to
public hatred, contempt, or ridicule. Various court cases have pro-
gressively reduced the possibility of a court finding any historical effort
either slanderous or libelous. First, the dead cannot be libeled. Second,
libclous defamation of prominent living persons must include actual
malice plus irresponsible disregard for truth.

The researcher or interviewer may need to be a little more con-
cerned if his questioning leads him into the purely private lives of pro-
minent or not-prominent persons, although he still has a good defense
if he can indicate this is truth published for good motives. Of course,
there always exists the possibility of harassment in the lower courts
through filing of suits for defamation. Such suits stand almost no
possibility of ending in court award for damages but they could
cost time and expense to the researcher in defending himself. But to
all intents and purposes, slander or libel is a non-existent danger toan
oral history project. It is the project’s reputation for responsible work
that needs guarding, not its legal liability’. ]

The question of literary copyright in oral history recordmgs re-
mains as uncertain as in Britain, This statement is elaborated in an
article by Truman W. Eustis III on American copyright law (OHR,
1976, pp. 6-18), with examples from cases including the important
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B, ang e lag,, 1230rted ymgg e apprees te denrang 1ty
*cond :ru'tmrd‘rgm-d(ml-“ei:rt.-\o
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I2.

13.
14.
15.
16.
7.
18,

Tape Recording of Local Dialect, Standing Conference for Local
History, 1971.

p- 362.

P. 362,

Oliver, p. 14.

0H, 1, 3, pp. 35-8.

Oliver, p. 14.

Vansina, pp. 1g8-200.

Chapter 7 Storing and Sifting

For preservation, storage, and archiving, see Wilfried Zahn, ‘Preserva-
tion and Storage of Tape Recordings’, and David Penn, ‘Sound Archives:
Towards Computerisation’, Phonographic Bulletin, 15, 1976, pp. 5~6 and
12-16. On the legal situation in Britain, see David Lance, OH, 4, 1, pp.
96-7; in America, Baum, Oral History for the Local Historical Societ , and
Truman Eustis, OHR, 1976, pp. 6-18. On cataloguing, the Aural History
Institute of British Columbia Manual is helpful. On transcribing, see
Raphael Samuel, ‘Perils of Transcript’, OH, 1, 2, on which I have drawn
closely.

1.

Baum, pp. 41-4; the Oral History Association guideline is less precise,
P. 46; she writes of the American legal situation generally concerning
oral history, pp. 47-8, that libel is defined as the publication ‘of false
utterance, without just cause, and which tends to expose the other to
public hatred, contempt, or ridicule. Various court cases have pro-
gressively reduced the possibility of a court finding any historical effort
either slanderous or libelous. First, the dead cannot be libeled. Second,
libelous defamation of prominent living persons must include actual
malice plus irresponsible disregard for truth.

The researcher or interviewer may need to be a little more con-
cerned if his questioning leads him into the purely private lives of pro-
minent or not-prominent persons, although he still has a good defense
if he can indicate this is truth published for good motives. Of course,
there always exists the possibility of harassment in the lower courts
through filing of suits for defamation. Such suits stand almost rllg
possibility of ending in court award for damages bu't they cou
cost time and expense to the researcher in defending himself. But to
all intents and purposes, slander or libel is a non-existent dar}ger to a!;
oral history project. It is the project’s reputation for responsible wor
that needs guarding, not its legal liability’, i -

The question of literary copyright in oral hxs?ory rccordmgs r
mains as uncertain as in Britain, This statement 1s el.abomtcd u}{ a;
article by Truman W. Eustis III on American cogynght law (Otzm;
1976, pp. 6~18), with examples from cases including the impor
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- - - ~ . T e Y.t L,
. . . - N

. .

noted (not taped) with him., This decision, that ‘Emest Hemingway

mphiedly licensed his nights under common-law copynight when he
knowingly permutted Hotchner to nterview hum', bnings the United

States, according to James W. Wilkse, 1nto line wath the ‘common-

sense postion’ which ‘appears to hold true throughout Latn Amenica®

~and certanly in Mexican procedure—that “intellectual authorship

13 held by the interviewer® (Research 1n Mexwcan Ihstory p - 55)

P32

p 212 In the same spint, the Aural History Institute of British Col-

umbna, Manual, p 40, advises the sndication of local accent through

spellings like *yeab’, *hub’, “must’a’, ‘gonna’.

4 With of course an explanatory letter which seeks to avoid some of
the difficulties which follow The Aural History Insutute’s example
{iid, p 49) includes this paragraph

FPlease read the transenpt, remembening that 1t 1s a record of the
spoken, rather than the wntten word Change any incorrect dates,

pelled names or f of 18 not
tecommended as 1t would dustort the oral record If you discover that
You have omutted 1nfc speafic additin

the margin or on additional sheets of paper Simularly, 1f you wish to
clanfy statements that you have made, please add the mformation to
the transenpt,

Chapter 8 Interpretation; the Making of History

For analyxs, and the role of theory 1n field work, sce Jan Vansina, “The
Power of Systematic Doubt 1n Historcal Enquiry’, History n Afrue, 1,

;!9}:;’“[1:';’947’ Peter Friedland d to The Emergence of o
el 1936-1939, D

Secrqaip 2 P, 1575, and Maren Doz (),
e erpeaaall

Corumunity 1

bartory and oral husto .
Ty, scc Phil Cohen «f ol , *Angels of History—Ba
10 the Storm’, spects of the Fouth Question, 1677

1 S'J,’jf“ 4, from Ed Coker, Rewley Howe, Wellington Square,

2 Baum, p 38,

3 c“f’]’“‘s fequ res two tape recorders and a connecting lead The
s - tape is placed on one recorder and a clean tape on the second
proerder, and the lead 1 inserted into the approprate sockets so that

wecotd recorder bs recording sound from the first, No microphone
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is required; this is a direct process, and the sound from the tape on
the first machine will be reproduced through the speaker of the
second at the same time. The sound from the second speaker is simply
a convenience, so that you know what is being copied, and you can
play it high or low as you wish without affecting the quality of the
the copy. The quality depends upon how you adjust the volume of
the first speaker, and the recording lecel of the second tape recorder. When
vou have found exactly the place for copying on both tapes, you
simultaneously start playback on the first machine and recording on
the second, stopping both at the end of the extract. Alternatively,
you can start the second machine just before and stop it just after
the first machine, so that there is a brief gap between extracts. If you
are making a series of extracts, you then remove the first master tape,
place the next on the first recorder, find the place you want, and
copy as before. With a little dexterity, it is quite a quick process.

4 OH, 5,1, p. 22,

an

. SSRC Research Report.
. COHA Journal, 1, pp. 28-9.

7. p. xv.

8
9

10

. Course D 301, radio programme, “The Small Household’.

. pp. ix—xxxiii. For other examples of interpretative analysis of a
single life-story, see especially Bruno Jean, ‘Un Quvrier du Textil¢,
Recherches Sociographique, XVII, 1; and Raphael Samuel, East End
Underworld : Chapters in the Life of Arthur Harding, forthcoming.

. All God’s Dangers, pp. 4534



Model Questions

These jons are not & questionnaire but an outhne interviewer’s
guide~in the spirit of Chapter 6, The taterviewer’s directions are prnted
11 atahes. Where there 1s & question mark, the form of the question 1
1 wggested; elsewhere, pounts for are o a d
form and need expanded wording in usc.

1. The Household: Baslc Information

Informant’s name, present address, year of birth, mantal stasu, year of
marriage, birthplace (street or distract sf known).

How many years did you Live in the house where you were born? Where
did you hive then? Contrue for foter mores Do you remember why the
farnuly made these moves? Jf faruly mored 0 ngnfeant distanes who helped
st each end, the journey, first imprestions, econtmac effect of move, con-
tnuirg contact with original home and other migrants,

Hew many brothers and sisters did you have? Birth order and spac.og.
How old was your father when you were born? (Pre~p: How old was be
when he died? When was that?) Occupation (If ev2lzyrr: How many
people did be employ?) Did be have another yob before of afier be bee
came that? Dud be also do any casual or pant-tme yoln? Gt fir e
Fhi el deatk,

Do you remember your Sather ever being out of work?

How old was your mother when you were bom? (Preett- How ol was
shewhen she died ? When wasihiat 2) Hadshe any yobs befaresbe rmarmed?
{Uf e=ployer: How many people did she employ?) D d she work after st
waspurtied or not? Part-ume jobs? Hours, Cortomr fiv ellpfr sl bt
Who looked afier the children while your mother was st work?

Y ofermcnts hada ssbatstuar paret o g, Gremdrorims), edps gurstoms b v lude
Brenghout,

2. Domestic Routine

1 shoudd Bke 10 25k you now about Lfe at home when yor
the time when you deft school. Can you doaitr the
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e A . . .
J7773 137 How were the rooms vsed ? Bedrooms; otker rosms: furaitere,
D:d anyoze else besides vour parentss a=d brothess a=d Saems e in the

aayoze o kelp in the bowse? (I pes: Number of servanis; Fving i, g2t
cr Ireguler; hows and wagss: servants’ ball and bedrooms: ﬁt’s)
Clezning; looking after children [¥me spent b >
Sropevison aod moszl geifance 67 servants. [ 3
cruesfizns I exizBlsh port & ol Rrosebeld crficiting ond prleanchize) How &4
you get 2 with ber? How ¢id the Borsework go? Was the washirg sent
cur? Weomace ormended the 2 Tys dlothes? Were zav clothss anght
rew or secenchard? Where 20d when? Shoss. Did vour father help
your mother with 2oy cf the jobs in the bowse? Proms!: (leaning; cook-
frgz; weshing up; fres; Cecorating; repairs; improvements 1o the honss,
Did ke Cress; undress; bath you; rezC to you; tell vou stories; take vou
ot withowt your mother; look after vou when ske wes out. Did you have
2oy tesks you kad w caroy out regulardy at Eome to help vou mother 223
father? How lozng did you continue to do thess tasks? After you left
school? Reprzi for broliers ond sisirs.

Were you expected 10 go w0 bed 2t 2 certain time In your school bolidzys?
Did vour mmother oF znyoze ekse put vou o bed ? Did vou share the bed
with anyoze? Wko else slent in vour bedroom ? Sleeping arrengements of
whole fzmily, How did the family manage with washing a=d bathing?

3. Meals

Where ¢id the family have their mezls? Were there any occasions whea
they ate in another rosm 2 Wko did the cooking 2 Where ? Cooking equip-
ment {racge or ges). When was brealfzst eaten? What members of &2
family wee present? How did the others marpage for their frst meal?
What &id you usuzlly ezt aad drink? Did you have anythirg difiereat ea
cemizin davs (SunCavs)? Repest for middsy ond eoming mezlhs. Did your
rmotkes ar father bake bread: make jam; botile fruiz or vegembles; make
pickles, wize, beer, or any mediczes for the {amily? Did your famcr o
Imother srow vegerahies 2nd fruir? Did they buy any ? (Tinned or dried.)
Did thev Eees anv livestock for family (hezs, pigs, goats) ? Who locked
efier themn ? Howr many tizmes 2 week did you ezt meat? Tinned meat?
Did vou ever get some extrz meat such as rabbit from poaching? WEo
from ? How often ? Do vou remember seeing your mother having less food
<o that the family could have more? Did your father have larger help-
fnzs? Or extrz food (e.g. tea time or late supper)? ,
Were vou 2llowed 1o t2lk during meals or not? What was your pareats
2simuce I vou left some food uneaten o the plate? Were you exp;“mc_{i to
hold vour knife and fork in 2 certzin way and it in a certzain way? W DC?:
could vou leave the tzble? Did all the family sit at the table for the :'ncﬂ;
Hovr vezs the mezl served (by whom) ? [f employed serocitss Where did t-'}}-
semvants ezt? Did they have different food? What was the difference!
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4 Geperal Relationships with Parentst Influence and Dlsclpline

Va3 your mother an easy person to talk 107 D d she show affecuon? If
you had any worries could you share them wath hee of not? Repeet for
ethet

f

How did your parents expect you to behave towards them? As a child,
wis there any older person you felt more comfortable with than your
parents? (Grandparents, other relations, servants.) Whengrown upswere
talling wese you alfowed 1o yon an?

What fand of people do you thank your parents hoped you would grow up
to be? Did your parents bring you up to consider certain things tmport«
antan hfe?

1f you did somerbung that your parents disapproved of, what would hap-
pen? (For example, sweanng ) If punsshed By whom, How, How often,
Ever by other parent. Do you semember any particular occason when
you were punuhed 7 How did you feel sbout that?

Vwould you say that you received the ideas you had about how ta behave
fx&m \;o\h your parents, or did one play 8 more inporant pan than the
other

5 Famlly Activitles

When you had a birthday would 1t be different from any other day ? Pre-

wents, anything speaal to eat, guests,

Dud you have any musical instruments in the home? Players Was there

z‘n)?ln:_‘, in the famity who sang? Did you ever make mus ¢ together asa
faily

D d your parents play any games with you? Chnsimas Day, Easter,

other fesuvals. Were there hooks in the house? Did you belong to the

Ubrary? Newspapens. Magazines,

Do you remember a funeral in the famiy? What happened? Who at

tended? D d you take part? D6 you wear mourning?

x::drt:u?rmmb« & wedding 1 the family? What happened? Who at

2

Were you taken out vinting neighbours friends or relations?Withwhom?

Were you taken shopping? With whom? Do you remember any ot er

ouungy with your parents? Bank bolidays.

D.d you ever g0 away for a holiday? For how long? Did you da this

regularly? Which members of the famuly went® Where? Actimties.

& Religlon
P

Cra thas - - 1 . Copma & w? Tlomw ghew ¢
.

. . .
Aeedaplace of wonbup or not? Denomunation flowolten ¢ Loth pother
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and fat?er? Did either hold any position in the church /chapel? Did you
attend?

Did you go to a Sunday Schaol or not? Qutings. Choir. Temperance
Club. Band of Hope. Evening classes.

What other activities organized by the church/chapel did you take part
in?

Was grace said at meals in your family?

Were you taught to say prayers at night? Did you ever have family
prayers?

How much would you say religion meant to you as a child? Why?

7. Politics

Did your father take an interest in politics? Do you know what his views
were? Why do you think he held those views?

Do you remember your father voting in a general election ? Do you know
what party he voted for ? Did he everbelong toa political party ? Activities.
Repeat for mother.

In some places at that time men felt they risked losing their job or their
house if they voted differently from their employers. Do you know if your
father felt himself under that kind of pressure to vote for a particular

party?
8. Parents’ Other Interests

‘When your parents were not doing their work, how did they spend their
time?

Did your mother have any interests outside the home?

When she went out what did she do? Did she ever go out to enjoy her-
self? Who did she go with?

When did your father get home from work in the evenings? How many
evenings a week would be spent at home ? How much was he about the
house at weekends? How would he spend the time?

Did your father attend any clubs or pubs? When. Did your mother go
too?

Did your father take part in any sport? Did he watch sport? Did he at-
tend the races? Did he bet? Did your mother take part in any sports or

games?
g. Childbood Leisure

As a child, who did you play with? Brothers; sisters; neighbours. Pid
you have your own special group of friends? Did you play games against
other groups? Where. .

What games did you play? Were you allowed to get dirty when you

layed ? Did boys and girls play the same games? ) .
€Vere you free to play with anyone you pleased? Did your parents dis-
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courage you from playing with certan children? ({fyes Why?) What
did they think about children fighting or gambling 1n the street?

1 thould now Like to ask about how you spent your free ime when you
were at school. Iid you have any hobbies then? (Collecting—cigarette
cards, cte.} Did you keep any pets? Gardening Did you go fishung?
Walks, bicycling With whom?

D d you take part in any sports?

Dud you belong to any youth erganizations (Scouts, Guides) ? Activities,
Theatres, concerts, music halls, cinemas Did your parents give you any
pocket money? What did you spend the money on?

10 Community and Social Class

Dud anyone outnide the home help your mother look after her house or
family? (Relations, fnends, nesghbours ) In what ways? How often?
1f your mother was 11l or confined to bed how did she manmage? Do you
remember what happened when one of your younger brothers/sisters
was born?

What relations of your father do you remember? Did any live nearby?
When did you see them? Where? Do you remember them mfluenaing
you 1a any way, teachung you anything? Repeat for mother

D4 your parents have fnends? Where did they ive? Where did they
se¢ them? Did they share the same friends? Did your mother have fnends
of her own? Where did she see them? Did she viut anyone wha was nota
relation? Repeat for father

Were people ever inwited 1nto the home? How often? Who were they?
Would they be offered anything to eat or dnnk? On any parucular days
o occanons? Would you say that the people mvited 1n were your
mother’s fnends or your father’s fnends or both of them?

Dd people call in casually without an inwitation? When?

People often tell us that 1n those days they made thesr own amuserents.
What do you think your parents did when they got together with ther
fnends/nerghbours? (Music, Games )

Many peopte divide socicty into dufferent social classey or groups. In that
tme before 1918 did you thunk of some people belonging to one and some
to another? Could you tell me what the different ones were?

What class/group (Informant’s oun trrr) would you say you belonged to
yourself? What sart of people belonged to the same clan/group a3 your-
37 What sort of people belonged to the other classes/groups you have
mentioned ?

€43 you remember being brought up to treat people of enc sort d frer
eatly from people of another? W ere you ever told to curtsey , touch your
£2D, shiow respect 1n some way ? To whom ? Wat there anyone you cali~d
0" or ‘mayter’fmadam' ? Do you remember anyoe shawirg Ferpect
13 you? farents in these ways? "?
13 the dumatfmillage, who were considered the most fportant prepie?
D4 you come Into contact with them? Why were ey
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important? If respondent middle or upper class:

been considered at that time to be ‘fﬁ society’ ?Would fhese peaple bavo
Where you lived, did all the people in the working (or lower or other term
used by informants) class have the same standard of living, or would you
say the.re were different groups ? Describe a family within each group, Do
you think that one group felt itself superior to the rest? Were some fami-
hfzs .thoyght of as rough, and others as respectable? Do you remember a
dzstlflctxon of this kind between craftsmen and labourers?

Racial groups, immigrants and religious minorities (clubs, bars and
churches).

Do you think your mother thought of herself as a member of a class?
(Prompt: middle class, working class?) Why ?/Why not? What made her
put herself in that class? (Prompt: own home background, her job, her
type of house, your father’s position.)

Do you remember anyone being described as a ‘real gentleman’/‘real
lady’? Why do you think that was? Was it possible at that time to move
from one class to another? Can you remember anyone who did?

Was your home rented ? If yes: What do you remember of the landlord?
Did your mother or father belong to any savings clubs? (Insurance; sick;
funeral, etc.) Do you know what arrangements your parents had about
money?

Do you remember feeling that your parents had to struggle to make ends
meet? Ifno: Did they help poorer people in any way? Did they belong to
any philanthropic organizations ? Ifyes: What did you think about that?
What difference did it make to the family when your father was ill or out
of work? How often. Did you ever get help from the Guardians or the
parish or any charity ? How did they treat you? How did you feel about

that?
11. School

Were you given lessons by anyone before going to school?
How old were you when you first went to school? )
Typeofschool (board /private/church; day/boarding; boys/girls/ mixed)?
What did you think of school? How did you feel about the teachers?
If you did something the teachers disapproved of, what would happen?
Did the teachers emphasize certain things as important in life? Manncrs,
how to treat the opposite sex; tidiness; punctuality; ways of speaking.
Did they encourage discussion? Was any science taught? Games.
What sort of homes did most of the other children come from? Were some
worse dressed than others?

Were there any gangs or groups in the s
Did you go on to another school afterwar
school: a cadet corps; prefects.

How old were you when you left schoo :
if you had had the opportunity ? Did you attend any part-time

afterwards? (e.g. evening classes).

chool?
ds? If yes: repeat. If a secondary

1? Would you have stayed longer
education
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Ifetwrwernty Subjects, new fniends, new attitudes, influence of tutors,
intellectual discussion, religion, clubs and societies, other lessure, How
were women regarded at university at that ume?

12 Work

While you were at school, did you have a part time yob or any means of
earming a 1 ttle regular money? If yes How did you get 1t? (Through
parents?) What exactly did you have to do tn thi job? How did you
learn? Were any practical jokes played on you? What hours did you
work? (Saturday, Sunday, half-day) Were there any breaks for meals?
D d you have any holidays with pay® What were you pud? Did you feel
that was a fair wage or not? (D d you give any of the money to your
mother? What was it spent on?)
How d 4 you get onwith the other people you worled with ? Did men and
women work together? Could you talk or relax at all? (Could you
play games in the breaks?) Was there a works club?® A works outing?
Any otl er entertainments for employees? Was there a presentation when
& worker reured? Did any of the employers or wives visit workers and
their wives at times of sickness or bereasement?
How d d your employer treat you? How did you fecl about lim?
How did you feel about the work® Did you 1 ke or dusl ke 1t? How long
ddyou doitfor? When did you give it up? What did you do after that?
Ripeat f-1 eny other part time jobs while at school
Now [1hould 1 ke to ask you about your firstfull umejob Whatwasthar?
Repect questions abowe, for all gobs (sncluding part time) &> vet sement These
guest.ons ere schematic end much fuller questions ond prormptings are desweble fr
2 1 occuptions
D d you serve an apprenticeshsp or tramning penod for any of your jobs?
Dd you (or any of your employees) befong to any trade umon/profes-
s ol orgamization? Did you take part 1n any of its actvities® D d you
feel that employers had the same interests, or d flerent? D d you feel that
tl ere were divas ons of anterest among workers®
Would you have preferred another type of occupation youndl? If e
"yrermorager Can you tell me who owned the business (partnentup,
}"mrd company) ? How was it founded ? How was it run? How ddyou

" [ - "

oyt e -
. R .

tors thare 2 socaal Wife together? What d d the workers call you W1 chel
them did you know by name? Did you meet any of thom ouas tework?

13 ¥ome life after atarting full eme work/Jeaving school

14 ke to sk you about your 1 fe at ! ome after you suarntal £u'l tume
woek (ot Ieft schiool) D ;vu continue 1o five at home then” For bowe
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long? If at home: Did you have your own room where you could enter-
tain friends privately ? If separately : Did you live alone or share with any-
one? Describe house. Did you have any domestic help? Where did you
mainly eat?

If working: Did starting full-time work change your relationship with
your parents at all? How much money did you have to spend?

If not working : How did you manage for money? Would you have rather
donesomething else ? How did youspend your time (housework, social calls,
family business) ? Did you spend your Sunday any differently ? (Church/
chapel; Sunday School.) Did religion mean more or less to you after
childhood ? Why do you think that was? Did you start to take an interest
in politics? Or later? Activities. Can you tell me something of how you
spent your spare time as a young man/woman? Did your interests
change? Clubs or youth organizations; sports or games (cards; tennis);
dances; hobbies; outings; theatre, music hall, cinema; pubs? Did you go
out in the evening? Where to? Who with ? Holidays. Where; who with.
Did you make any new friends—boys or girls—at this time? How did you
meet them ? Did you stick to a group of friends? What did you do with
them? Where? Did you have any special friends at this time? Boys or
girls? Were there any special places where boys and girls could meet?
Where would you go with them? Were you allowed to be with them
alone? Did your parents meet your friends? Did they expect to know
where you were? Did you have to be home by a certain time? Did your
parents disapprove of any of your activities at this time?

14. Marriage

What age were you when you married ? How long had you known your
husband /wife then ? How did you meet ? Where did he/she come from?
What kind of family? How long were you engaged? Did you save up
money before getting married, or not? Did your parents help you n
setting up a home? Did they help you later on? (or leave you anything?)
(Or by that stage, did you have to help them?) Could you describe the
wedding ? Did you have a honeymoon? Where did you live after you
married ? How many years? (Did you ever consider moving out of the
area when you first married?) Where did you live then? Continue for
subsequent moves.

How old was your husband/wife when you married ?

If woman: What was your husband’s job when you married ? Did he have
other jobs before or after? Ask for all jobs. Did he also do any casual or
part-time jobs ? If informant worked after marriage: How did your husband
feel about your working? If man: Did your wife have a job when you
married ? Had she any other jobs before that? Did she continue 'workmg
after your marriage? If yes: How did you feel about that? What jobs had
she had since then? Ask for all jobs.
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15. Children

Dud you have any children? How many? Names and yeznr of burth,
Were your children bomn at home?

Ifieman Dhd you know what to expect 1n childbirth ? How did you get
on? Dhd you read any books about binth or infant care? {Ar thet pornt,
qurstions abaut burth control could be asked ) Did you have any medical help?
How exacily? How did you feed your fint baby? Did you have any
difficulues 1n feeding 7 If you needed advice, who did you atk? D d you
punssh 1¢ when 1t was naughty? How? For what? How much did your
husband have to do with your chuldren when they were babses under ooe
year?

6. Famlly Life after marriage

Budget and control of Houschold
1 want 10 ask you how you and your husband fwife managed the houses

. your wife at

I etfe Dhd you know what your husband eamned? How much of that
would he giwe to you? Did he pay any of the bills umself? How did you
deaide the money shonld be spent? (Who chose new furmiture, food,
drink, doctor, church, clothes of children, husband, presents, outings,
holidays, wha should be invited o stay or to meals. Who fooked after
the garden?)

Rebarw b section 8, end repeat trath eppropraately rod Fed phoasing through 1
a-tuw 21, o1 section ¢ 6dd When your children were young did you feel
that there was a nght way /wrong way of brngisg up children? D d you
and your wifefhusband have the same ideas about breging up children,
or different ideas? Did you talk about this? Was there anyone you used
to talk 161 you were worned about the children? Was your moth er
al ve when your chuldren were smali? How ofien did you see her? DA
you sk fer advice 1n bringing up the children > Mother in law

Did you bel ove that grls should be treated the same way as boys when
you had your children? That they should be taug! t the sare kiiand
e ame games (e g uls carpentry, hunting, boys sewing cocking
danang pano)? How did you teach your boy 10 bet ave 1o bt s.ster
(e & open ng doors, carry thingy) 7, yous gut to her Urother {sew for bury,
waton hin)?

U e wrerked eftey fammg hilfien \Who Jooked after the children while
YOU/70ut wafe was at work ? How did you feel about leaving the ¢} Mem
weth gomebidy else? Some peeple think shat o iidres should e with
lbtcmh«ul&tume,mhmlhmkhum\nmnnﬂdmdm
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good to be with other people quite a lot too, What did you think at that
time?

Unless the informant has moved to another community since childhood, do not
repeat the mid-section 10 sequence on social class. End the inlerview by asking about
children’s schooling and subsequent occupations.
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