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Oral History:
How and Why It Was Born
The Uses of Oral History

Allan Nevins

[11938, Allan Nevins—biographer, historian, journalist—suggested two in-
novations, both of which came to pass. One was the popularization of his-
lory for the multitude, an idea soon realized in the publication American
Heritage and subsequently in the many regional and topical lay history
hooks and journals. The other was ““oral history,” as it came to be called.
[ his introduction to The Gateway to History, Nevins suggested establish-
g “'some organization which made a systematic attempt to obtain, from
the lips and papers of living Americans who have led significant lives, a
fuller record of their participation in the political, economic, and cultural
life of the last sixty years.” Ten years later, in 1948, Nevins presided at the
opening of the country’s first oral history project at Columbia University,
which he labored to establish.
[ the following two selections, Nevins outlines early milestones in the
wrowth of the field of oral history. Because Nevins was an outspoken advo-
cite of oral interviews as a base for “’oral autobiographies,”” his comments
un the varieties of autobiographical narratives are particularly important.
Newvins's frank discussions of the difficulties of financing and providing in-
leroiewer comments on interviews reflect the combination of pragmatism
and personal vision which made him the world-renowned ““father of oral
history.”
Allan Nevins's career started in journalism: he wrote and edited for the
New York Evening Post, the New York Sun, and the New York World.
He worked as a professor at Cornell and Columbia universities and in the
course of a brilliant career wrote or edited more than sixty volumes, includ-
g an eight-volume history of the Civil War and seven biographies. His
writing was twice awarded the Pulitzer Prize in biography and the Bancroft
Prize in History.

“Oral History: How and Why It Was Born” originally appeared in the
Wilson Library Bulletin, 40 (March 1966), pp. 600601, Nevins's remarks
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in “The Uses of Oral History” were made at Lake Afrou‘Jheud, California,
at the First Colloquium of the Oral History Association in 1966.

Oral History:
How and Why It Was Born

5‘ CURIOUS THOUGHT has just occurred to.me,” Dr. ]olr}?son
once remarked. “In the grave we shall receive no lgttgrs. ]?e—
spite such volumes as Letters to Dead Authors, thatis 1ndub1tt§-

bly true. Itis equally true that from the grave no 1etters‘are iznt out ttoke 2

most anxious inquirers into old history or old mysteries. We c?n abhv_

few precautions to prevent Time from putting too much as glms oro ;

ion into the monstrous wallet on his back; thatis gll. Oral history is Qnﬁ 0

the latest and most promising of these precautions, and alreatclly f1t as

saved from death’s dateless (and undatable) night much that the future
ill rejoice over and cherish. y
mﬁ\r}?]aiﬁleyqezs degree than space exploration, oral/’hlstory was b(?;n of
modern invention and technology. “Miss Secretary, says .the Pre51hent,
“take a letter to the Prime Minister of . No, stop! I'll just telep dc‘)ne
him; quicker, easier, and above all safer. We know he has no rffor ing
device.” What might have been a priceless document for thg istorian
goes into the irrecoverable ether. The head of the great Detroit corporac—1
tion, who wishes to get information on finance from several bankers,lan
important scientific facts from several laboratory experts, catches a p 23113
to New York. The graphic letter that the student of sqc1a1 progress W}? t
prize is cut short—a telegram will do. The news—behmd-?he—news that a
Wickham Steed once sent The (London) Times frpm Berlm or Buchar_est
does not even go on teletype; itis puton a confidential telgPhone vc\lnre.
All the while the hurry and complexity of mo.dern politics, mo e;rfn
financial and business affairs, and even mo@ern hterary and.a}“nsn‘j:vﬁ e;
slice away the time that men need for methodical, reflective wrlt}n}% ; Ca1
wonderful letters Theodore Roosevelt gave the wqud, so full of his erz1 -
less zest for life, his incredible energy, his enthusiasms and hls}}:atre sd
To go further back, what a shelf of delightfql Fomment onat ousgin :
subjects from the Western mastodons to the iniquities of'Elfr(;pean ‘1150
lomacy, from decimal coinage to Watt’s' new steam engine, Iorp sf; b
management to Ossian’s poetry, we find in the_mas.ls‘lvc volu m%? 0 J(,l L
son’s writings. No doubt great letter writers .Sll” exist, But their numbers
are fewer, and the spirit of the times is hostile to them. it :
It was something more than a sense of these constderations that in-
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spired the planners of oral history. It was natural that they should be
rooted in the history department of the greatest university in the largest
and busiest city of the continent. It was right that they should have some
knowledge of what the California publisher H. H. Bancroft had done to
preserve a picture of the life, lore, and legends of the youthful years of the
Golden State by interviewing scores of pioneers, and getting their dic-
tated reminiscences down on paper. The planners had a connection with
journalism, and saw in the daily obituary columns proof that knowledge
valuable to the historian, novelist, sociologist, and economist was daily
perishing; memories perishing forever without yielding any part of their
riches. They had enthusiasm, these planners. It was partly the en-
thusiasm of ignorance; the undertaking looked deceptively easy.

Anyway, they set to work, at first with pencil and pad, later with wire

recorders, later still with early tape-recording machines. They found that
the task needed a great deal of money, and money was hard to get. It
needed system, planning, conscientiousness, the skill that comes with
experience, and above all integrity. It was more complicated and labori-
ous than they had dreamed. The results were sometimes poor, but hard
effort sometimes made them dazzling.

And the work was adventurously entertaining. At every turn they met
a new experience, a fresh view of history, a larger knowledge of human
personality. They would never forget the eminent New York attorney
who had once collected a million dollars in a single fee, and who inter-
rupted the story of his career to exclaim, “This is the most delightful
experience I have ever had, this reminiscing.” They would always re-
member the labor leader who in the course of an engrossing story sud-
denly laid his head on the desk and burst into tears; he had come to the
point where he had been sent to prison for alleged racketeering. They
would always keep a picture of Norman Thomas singing a pathetic song
composed by the harried tenant farmers of the Southwest, and of Charles
C. Burlingham, still active at almost a hundred, recalling how as a mere
urchin he had seen a Negro hanged in front of his father’s parsonage in
downtown Manhattan during the raging of the Draft Riots.

The original ventures had been modest, but they rapidly expanded into
large national undertakings .With elation the managers watched Henry
Wallace record for posterity about two thousand typed pages of reminis-
cences, with large diary excerpts to illustrate them; with elation they
heard Mrs. Frances Perkins, who possessed an approach to total recall,
record what (with additional matter she contributed) came to a memoir of
five thousand typed pages. Governors, cabinet officers past and present,
industrialists, and distinguished authors and editors lent themselves to
the enterprise. Many of them had been badgered for years by their
families to set down recollections that history would need; not in-
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frequently they had long felt a desire to furnish their own account of an
important transaction or controversial period, but had lacked time and
opportunity until suddenly seated before a tape recorder with a well-
equipped interviewer before them. This interviewer, upon whom half
the value of the work depended, had prepared himself by reading files of
newspapers, going through official reports, begging wives for old letters
or diary notes, and talking with associates. Sometimes a subject pos-
sessed a fresh and copious memory, as did Secretary Stimson; sometimes
his memory had merely to be jogged, as that of Governor Rockefeller;
sometimes it had to be helped by extended work, as that of former Gov-
ernor Herbert H. Lehman.

Now and then, too, the work originally done had to be revised and
redone. This was true of the memoir prepared by that distinguished jurist
and unforgettable personality, Learned Hand. His outspoken comment,
his salty wit, made his original recollections remarkable. One or two
sentences may be recalled. He commented on the reverence he felt for
Brandeis: “I often scolded myself, when I was a young man. You eat too
much, I told myself. Youdrink too much. Your thoughts about women are
not of the most elevated character. Why can’t you be like that great man
Brandeis, who does nothing but read Interstate Commerce Reports?”
Judge Hand’s first version, however, lacked the depth and expertness
supplied when a professor of law who had once been his clerk was in-
duced to serve as a new interviewer.

Some of the anticipated obstacles never appeared. Even busy, impor-
tant, and excessively modest men proved in many instances accessible;
they entered into the spirit of the work. The mass of invaluable memoir
material mounted. It proved possible to protect the reminiscences against
intrusion; the integrity of oral history never came under suspicion, much
less attack. Better and better equipment was purchased, better and better
systems of interviewing, typing, and indexing were developed. About
half of the memoirs were thrown open to students at once, the other half
being kept under time restrictions. And the students appeared, first in
scores, well accredited and watched; thenin hundreds; then in more than
a thousand, not a few of them writing important books.

One difficulty, however, always persisted: the difficulty of finance. It
proved impossible to operate evena sternly economical but efficient office
for less than $40,000 a year, and costs rose. Work had begun on funds
supplied from a happy bequest to Columbia University by Frederic Ban-
croft of Washington, a bequest upon which the head of oral history had a
special claim; and the University itself contributed quarters and money.
As the project grew, certain foundations gave generous help. Other cor-
porations made use of its skills, giving oral history not only valuable
bodies of reminiscences, but a fee in addition,
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b Eﬂﬁf thg1 materilal ac;:umulated by oral history grew year by year, both
and in quality. Thus the work it accomplished ide
gty ok i e worl plishe attracted wider and

' 7 g up imitative agencies in vari
United States, and even Tl et
7 abroad. Because New York City i
! ity 1s an unap-
Eigacllably effectlvg seat for such work, because the of%,ice spent t}I:e
hanto;()gigrsn upczn its m?thc})lds, and because its personnel counted bril-
en (some of whom have now made thei
the heads of the office o ingsi i betlore st
n Morningside Heights beli h i
complishment has not ben e g el Hene
qualed elsewhere. They are glad, h
see the type of activit i L ervison ob el
y they began in the preservation i
- : ' of priceless
memories for the instruction of posterity copied elsewhere, andpthe tree

they planted, like a ban T
d yan, creating sister t i ;
May the work flourish and SPI‘ead!g SEUeSpRRRIDUIG Qunint
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ET i : y
[ii bfegm by disposing (?f the myth that I had anything to do with
fi ounding pf oral history. It founded itself. It had become a
s u}r)lz eernt necessity, and would have sprung into life in a dozen
b any circumstances. I'min the positi idei i
e L the position of aguidein Switzer-
ps thathad previously been b i
avalanche with a greatbod i 4 = e
: y of soil and became quite tillabl i
in the village had stumbl : ot L
ed over a rock as he came d i
e ) _ own the mountain,
2 ‘sp;/:r;téiyntclzy,t arﬁc.:l haddstarted this avalanche that filled the valley.
: 0 him and said, ““There’s Ja h \
fruitful!”” Well, I stumbl ; ek
! ; ed over a rock .
s e i [laughter] and the avalanche came.
l ]-“ . . ) .
2 };;eer;ejetef:;s r(riut)rmng té) the various discourses with the greatestinter
st. ed to me admirable. What I propose to do i s
peneral considerations, and to cl s S sl i
‘ % ose with as i
Iml;lory as I can possibly present. g e by o
”ml‘ Z:/r(:llfhn;e as cuiiious this morning that nothing was said about what
d have ordinarily have expected i
e e 50 e expected a great deal to be said:
v:/ xill; 111(:;.:;.* oral hlis[tJory. }}/Ve begin with finances and sometimes \lfx(rie rerrlzg
Inances. [Laughter] At any rate, we t i
e ; ; ry to go on with finan
p llhl.s n'vala m.he of which I spoke did begin with finances. Some of ucesé
|'(~) um!nu Umvgrslty were happy to know an old gentleman n Sad
| I ldvnf‘ Bancroft. He had been Librarian of the State Departmenim}i
l\'.lu ;NII(:(‘H vnl‘uablc books of history. He had, more importantl l;eerel
- :rv»‘n;l‘ T(“r of a WIdUW(‘I" who was Treasurer of the Intérnz’tional
arvester company, and this brother died while Frederic Bancroft was
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still very much alive, leaving his entire estate to Frederic. Frederic Ban-
croft grew old. He knew many of us at Columbia, for he had taken his
doctoral degree there. Tused often to go down to see him in Washington.
He would talk about what he intended to do with the two million dollars
he possessed. In the days of Franklin Roosevelt, he enjoyed pointing to
the White House and saying, “My income is larger than that man’s!"” Well,
as he talked about what he intended to do with those two millions, we
made a few suggestions (which always centered around Columbia Uni-
versity). I would take him to dinner, or go to dinner at his house. He
would chill my blood by saying, “I'm thinking now of giving the two
million dollars to the Lowell Foundation for the Lowell Lectureships in
Boston.” With chilled blood, 1 would then call my friend Henry Com-
mager and say, “Henry, go take Mr. Bancroft out to dinner, and make
some suggestions to counter this Lowell Lectureship idea.” When I pres-
ently went to Washington again, he would say, “T've been thinking more
about where I shall leave my money. It occurs to me that Knox College in
Tlinois [laughter] would be a very good place.”” My blood would run cold
again, until I could get Commager, or someone else, to take him to dinner
once more. Well, he finally did die, and we found that the two millions
had been left to Columbia University for the advancement of historical
studies. I had some ideas about how to use two millions, and one was in
instituting our oral history office there. . . .

We always found it necessary to earn our own way, to a great extent.
Columbia possessed itself of these two million dollars, but let us have
only a tiny fraction of them, and we needed an annual budget of thirty-six
thousand or forty thousand dollars a year. . . . We had to scratch for
money, and it's no easy task to find it; but this necessity had the virtue of
instilling in us a spirit of enterprise, and I think the spirit of enterprise is
very important.

It was necessary to institute specific projects which had meritin them-
selves. For example, we began in a small way with a project in the petro-
leum industry which took us into Texas and realm of the great “wildcat-
ter,” Mike Benedum, just to earn money for oral history, and then we
went on to the Book-of-the-Month Club, which had a history of great
importance from the literary and cultural point of view; and then we went
on to the Ford Motor company, which was, of course, pivotal in the
history of the whole automotive industry; and from that we went to the
Weyerhaeuser Timber Company; and then we went to tracing certain
government enterprises. We would not have gone into these projects if

we had not been pricked by sheer necessity. If we had been given a great
endowment, a few hundred thousand dollars, we might have been much

mozre inert. . . .
It's hard to define the best interviewer. He must have o combination of
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traits of personality and of intellect that is hard to obtain. He must have
the the Gsrmans call gemiitlichkeit, obvious sympathy V\.fith the erso;
whom he interviews, friendliness and tact, as well as courage HE must
gvork hard to prepare himself for every interview, and must ha.ve a grest
P1;lead’ch of interests not oft.en the possession of the candidate for the
.D. [laughter], such candidates as appear in our universities

. The.re must also be an element of integrity in recording as \A.rell as in
interviewing. We used to agree, and perhaps we still agree in theg)r
upon the value of accompanying every interview with a set of notes m'ldy L"
by the interviewer upon the character of the man interviewed and tl‘hv
circumstances of the interview. These notes would indicate whether the
person interviewed has or lacks intellectual power in the judgment of the
interviewer. They would include a commentary upon the candor or lack
of candor evinced by the man interviewed and comments upon the in t:-n-
sity of feelir}g 'exhibited during the interview, whether a man shtMcd
strong convictions upon a given subject or absolute fixity of opinions
upon a given personality. There should be a pretty clear indication i‘l'
possible, of any point at which the interview passes into sarcasm or irm'1
.hvcnusc arecord in cold type does not disclose the sarcasm evident nniy’
inan |11f!(?cti()n of voice. We can’t preserve enough tape to show whvrz’-
sarcasm is employed. For example, John W. Davis gave a very useful set of
interviews upon his career, before and after he was nominatked fn‘r the
pl.‘('su'icn(“y. It included some comments upon Calvin Coolidge. My in:~
pression is t'hat a note of sarcasm crept into some of his comments upon
Calvin Coolidge. [laughter] How far have we kept up our record, Louis?

LOUIS STARR (Columbia University): Well, that’s a difficult problem for us
because we've always been haunted by the ghosts of the subject L‘()l]]il; :
up and hoping to see and admire his memoir in the oral history collection 4
only to stumble upon an addendum that says that I don’t thiil\ this n(l 11;
really leveled with us, or something to that effect—a critical comnu‘-nl' ‘wn
that, I'm sorry to say, I've never resolved this riddle. We haven’t done i] ;lH

;v:'- should have, but it’s something, perhaps, we can work out in the
uture, . . .

P !ih‘( YOKS (Harry Truman Library): We have not done this in connec
tion wﬂh our interviews. Suppose you interviewed somebody, and you
had this set of notes commenting upon his candor, and then il; the vyu

near future some researcher comes along and uses that transcript. If h:"
..HU see the notes, then he’s lost something that another l‘(‘%('l;‘('ll(‘l‘
coming along twenty years from now, may see. Well, what is mllr‘i le :
to how and when these should be made available? / " T

.\ / ! . ! " { i

LLAN NEVINS: Everything depends upon circumstances. It's an ad hoc
H +

quention that has to be settled on an ad hoe basis, | should say
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WILLA BAUM (University of California, Berkeley): We write an introduction
to each of our interviews, and we try to include a little bit of this, but it
helps to make it a positive statement because the interviewee does get a
copy and it’s available to him and all his friends. So we try to word itina
positive way which the astute user can interpret. [laughter] In other
words, we say sometimes thathe spoke very frankly. Now ifitdoesn’t say
that he spoke very frankly, we may say that he was circumspect about his
comments on his close associates, or something which, phrased in a
positive way, may alert the user; but we find writing our introductions

very hard.
GOULD COLMAN (Cornell University): We have, in some ways, a rather
difficult situation at Cornell. We share completely your feeling about the
importance of the interviewer’s record of process. We want to know
whether the man was sober or drunk, senile or whatever. We save all of
these statements; we bind them together under the title, “Interviewer
Comments.” They are available to any researchers who asks for them;
however, we don’t advertise that we have them. This is not an entirely
happy solution but it’s about all we have had the courage, thus far, to
undertake.

ALLAN NEVINS: That shows you have in mind the absolutely essential
importance of integrity in the operation, so far as we can attain it. It must
be honest. We at Columbia never felt our integrity threatened, did we,
Louis? Once or twice threatened, but it was never infringed, never viol-
ated. Nobody ever went to a dinner park: v

LOUIS STARR: There are many problemé, though, itseems tome, connected
with this suggestion, and I don’t know what the solution is. I think Mrs.
Baum has come about as close as anyone I've heard—to write between
the lines. It’s sort of like reading the AAA Guide and trying to find out
which are the places they don’t think are quite so good.

ELIZABETH DIXON (University of California, Los Angeles): Maybe we could
have a vocabulary which says, “Circumspect means he didn’t say any-
thing.” [laughter]

PHILIP BROOKS: Professor Nevins, this is a real problem, and maybe [ have
the wrong impression when I said we didn’t do this at the Truman Li-
brary. We do keep notes describing the circumstances of the interviews,
but I'm not sure, in all cases, we've told how candid we thought that the
interviewee was. I have in mind one particular interview that I did witha
gentleman from another country on a subject of importance in interna-
tional relations, and I don’t believe what he said. I think he glossed itall
over. This is very difficult to put down in writing, and, if you do, you're
poing to wonder who's to see it, I don’t really know the answer,
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i o .

s EI;F LYOI}\IIS (Mt. Sinai Hospital, New York): Isn’t it also true that those

o r?s eafi the tapes latgr, for example, have to form their own conclu-

becau,saenoft eir fonchsrsmns may be more accurate than the interviewer’s
reater retrospecti i

- g pective knowledge, perhaps, or new informa-

ALLAN NEVINS: That’s certainly true. . . .

All hi
Depeil(liset;)z dfetpend; u§)0n the great use of memoirs, autobiographies
often absolute, yet are they more trustw .
5 : ite, orthy than oral
]S]lbtol:y memplrs? Not a bit! Often much less trustworthy. W(Z have been
Lul;l:, F, to enjoy Benvenuto Cellini, but do we believe all of Benvenuto
,-Y,Llhlfnt; gu;obwgraphy? I hope not! [laughter] Or Casanova’s? I'd much
i; W]L: v\}n’ tl};tt a great part of Casanova’s was fiction, and I suspect that
¥ } \r’].nkzsxgeofeerl tabgght tohregard J. ]. Rousseau’s Confessions as one of
> fre autobiographies. We say, “Here’s something i i
e ' 5 ing in which a
:1101& :F:L?l}?'tely ll:f>ar¢?(sl1 h1§r li)wn soul; tells the full truth abo%xt himself.”
sseau himself said, ““This is the full truth ab ; i
e out me. I've held nothing
()‘ 1): k ‘ "Actually we know, thanks to modern research, that Rousseau’t
: v( tfl: bh’?;f's comes close to pure invention. It’s, in fact, one of the gre 1Al
. : ; ) 74 ‘VL
2 ot ‘.s 0 1.ct10n of that century. [laughter] It’s full of suppressions, distor-
mlnl.s, evasions, and outright, unblushing lies. s
T lmlv l.;} \l/vhere one advantage of oral history lies. If Cellini and Rous-
V'.‘ 1<.u Iwen set down before a keen-minded, well-informed intv‘r-
| l‘( W(l r, who loo.ked these men straight in their eye and put to them one
1t uul :mg question after another, cross-examining as Sam Untermeyer
used to cross-examine people on the witn o
ess '
stuck closer to the path of truth. s e
Or take S T :
yih rt 1k Hl Augustine sConfesszons, a much-admired book. It is one of
"u .n‘nmm tal books of religious statement, a beautiful piece of art. But
":u ;\nl loll. us what we really want to know about St. Augustine, and .dnm
||,>. l|l“|lhm.wl though obYlously a man of great rectitude, tell the lrutl{
¢ whole trath, and nothing but the truth about himself? He relates '1[
‘1."3‘. point, Imw as a young man he repulsed and abandoned his lﬂi’itt:(‘,'-i“;
“c t |.'ll|}g for himself, and depriving her, of their child. It was St /Slu 'l:l;;,
: i |N|'| i vx:ns not hers; and how the poor girl wept bitterly and ;swoijc io
..;m ‘mll she would never let another man touch her. Well, I should think
'“n“::: Hlll, .Hlvn“ that. He gi\_/cs this occurrence, which was a brief episode
R ‘l,l ut was a l(-‘l‘l‘lhl(‘ disaster to the poor girl, about three lines; that
'“,m\: ,t". l‘lvm-l&..(;;vvr it. A representative of oral history would have w,runp,
1 little more of the facts ¢ ccurrenc i
" e facts about that occurrence, I should think
. .H. T |lll("f|l.l| .?uluhingr.)phy and history have to be approached with
dphly critical minds, and that statements of an autobiographical charac-
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ter by a group producing a history of some particular development de-
mand even more caution and a keener critical sense. To produce a truthful
record of a man’s acts, thoughts, and motives, two qualities are obviously
essential: self-knowledge and a fair amount of candor. A great many
people, however, never attain self-knowledge, but constantly deceive
themselves as to their real motives and acts; they constantly dramatize
themselves. Others are seriously deficient in candor. They don’t like to
tell the truth about themselves, sometimes for good reasons
[laughter]. . . .

But in the hands of an earnest, courageous interviewer who has mas-
tered a background of facts and who has the nerve to press his scalpel
tactfully and with some knowledge of psychology into delicate tissues
and even bleeding wounds, deficiencies can be exposed; and oral history
can get at more of the truth than a man will present about himself in a
written autobiography. . . .

Another kind of candor we found in a man of much less freshness of
memory, Herbert Lehman, who was one hundred percent honest. He
wouldn't lie to himself, under any circumstances, or lie to anybody else.
He couldn’t always remember what he should have remembered, but so
far as memory went, it was absolutely trustworthy; when he was
prompted by a good interviewer his memory went a long way, further
than it otherwise might have gone. I think that people who pride them-
selves upon the accuracy of their recollections almost invariably find, on
referring to diaries or other records of long-past occurrences, that their
memories are, in essential points, confused or erroneous. . . .

Now for the third requirement. If a man’s memory is keen and vivid,
and if he does possess fairly full memoranda on his past, the array of facts
upon his career is likely to be soimmense that he needs a strong faculty of
selection. In oral history, he finds useful aids to this process of selection
among the multiplicity of facts locked into his past. The autobiographer,
of course, possesses an endless array of facts about himself, if he can just
remember them, far more than the biographer can ever find out. To use
these facts well, to be his own Boswell or Lockhart, the memorist requires
an exceedingly just sense of proportion. When acumen of selection is
wanting, we get a book as prodigious and as verbose as John Bigelow's
five volumes. Volumes which nobody ever opens without a groan.
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HE ORGANISATIONAL methods on which this section is based

have been applied across a wide subject and chronological range

They'can be adapted for much oral history research which is.,
toncerned with the history of particular social and occupational groups
In order to allow readers to relate the various phases of project n%anape-.
ment to speciﬁc examples it is convenient, however, to concentrate oﬁ a
sngle project. The project used for illustrative purposes was concerned
with the experiences and conditions of service of sailors who served on
the lower deck of the Royal Navy between the years 1910 and 1922.
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Oral History Project Design

David Lance

The design and evaluation of the research goals of an oral history project (1) Preparation
are subjects often slighted in how-to manuals. As a result, many beginning =
interviewers overlook the need for a balanced collection of sources and ig=
nore relevant earlier work in their area, leaping with their microphones bes

I'he (T'rganisation' of any project should be set within realistic research
Joals, Since oral hlsto.ry recording is dependent for worthwhile results
uik hiuman memory, this fallible faculty must be accommodated by careful

fore looking at previous collections. The next five articles provide guidance '“V“r"““”' The planning of the project should, therefore, be based o
on practical and theoretical considerations in designating (and attaining) = A8 thorough understanding of the subject field (;’md of the ;Vailabilit ((;;
Wlurmants) as the existing records permit. /

realistic project goals. ‘
Archivist David Lance dissects one English oral history project to demon

strate the research which necessarily precedes and informs the interviews
He indicates the necessity for a thoughtful analysis of potential research
problems before beginning interviews and provides a matrix design to A<
sure a balanced sample of narrators. Novices to oral history, as Charles
Morrissey has written, frequently confuse the tape recorder and the vacs :
uum cleaner. David Lance’s article, however, explores an area which even
experienced interviewers occasionally neglect. Lance offers compelling s
gestions on research procedures and topic selection. 3
David Lance has been the secretary and the president of the Internatio
Association of Sound Archives (IASA). For the last fifteen years he has
worked as the keeper of sound records at the Imperial War Museum in L
don; there he not only established a department of sound records but help
produce documentaries for the British and Canadian Broadcasting Corpot
tions using oral sources. Some of his writings are "'Oral History: Legal
Considerations’” (1976) and **Oral History: Perceptions and Practice’
(1980), published in the British journal Oral History. ]
"Oral History Project Design’’ is an excerpt from An Archive Appra
to Oral History (London: Imperial War Museum and the International
Association of Sound Archives, 1978).

ILn prudent, first, to fix a research period which is historically identifi-
I0 an being self-contained. In the lower deck project, for example, the
W dalled Fisher Reforms of 1906 altered several important a%pecéq of
vallite; the First World War stimulated further changes during“the e;lrl
s and the Invergordon Mutiny in 1931 was another watershed fo}r"
yal Naval seamen. The combination of these three distinct periods in a
ading project, would have made it extremely difficult for sailors who
wl throughout them to avoid confusion on many details of routine life
Ik, for research purposes, might be of critical importance. Three dis-
periods of social change within a single career of professional ex e!:i-
ate clearly difficult for informants to separate with few poinliq of
ee beyond their own memories. By setting the general limits ofl the
W dleck project at 1910 to 1922, a reasonably distinct period of naval life
Anolated as appropriate for oral history research.
W tesearch problems which are created by rapid social change can
he eliminated entirely from oral history recording,. It is for this
that historically unsophisticated interviewing can result in infor.-
Wi ol uncertain reliability. Therefore, the project organiser’s respon-
' In to minimise the dangers implicit in such situations by his; own
sense and historical sensitivity, and he should always apply the
‘In this ronnfmable?’ to the goals which he sets. Some practical
.v: ;I‘: ;;Tv application of this principle in oral history research are
chironological scope of an oral history project should be fixed be-

116
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fore any recording begins, bearing in mind the age of the likely infor-
mants as well as the historical character of the subject field. By the time
the lower deck project began in 1975, men who saw service in the Navy as
early as 1910 were in their eighties, and thus the opportunities for preced-
ing this date were limited. This basic consideration affects all oral history
recording. The informants who are actually available to be interviewed,
also predetermine many of the topics which may be sensibly raised. Thus,
owing to the slowness of promotion in the Royal Navy there was little
point in introducing questions about, for example, conditions in petty
officers’ messes in 1910. Only informants into their nineties would have
had the necessary experiences to be able to answer them. The chances of
locating a sufficient number of interviewees of this great age, were suffi-
ciently slight to preclude this—and many similar topics—from being a
practical aim within a systematic research project.

Similarly, the project organiser must take into account the structure of
the particular group of people he is concerned with. For example, a bat-
tleship of the Dreadnought era—with a complement of some 700 men-—
might carry one writer (ie account’s clerk) and one sailmaker. The odds
against tracing such rare individuals more than fifty years after the events
eliminated some aspects of financial administration and some trade
skills aboard ship from the range of what it was likely to be able ta
achieve.

The selection of and possible bias among informants, are related factors
which have to be appreciated. Between 1914 and 1918 the total size of the
Navy increased threefold owing to the needs of war. A substantial pros
portion of those who served for hostilities only may not have accepted the

traditional mores of regular lower deck life. At the end of a carefully
organised and conducted project, the organiser had no clear idea of
whether wartime personnel generally adopted the attitudes of those who
had been in the service since they were boys, because the original sele¢:

tion of informants simply did not permit systematic investigation of thelr
particular prejudices. An appropriate selection of sailors to be inters
viewed would have produced a representative sample of these kinds of
informants and thereby provided suitable evidence from which conclus
sions about this particular question could be drawn. This obviously does
not devalue the information for the purposes for which it was recorded,
butit does eliminate the range of hypotheses to which this body of data

open. Thus, the project organiser must take into account the relationshi
between the subject matter of the project and his selection of informan

and—at one stage yet farther removed from recording—this involves

being clear about the kind of research evidence he is actually seeking t
collect.
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(2) Specification

rThet11§t of topics which guided the interviewers’ work in the lower deck
project is given below, as one example of subject delineation in oral his-

tory research. The fi ] .
ma?n i e field of study was first broken down into the following

a Background and enlistment j Traditions and customs

b e
. ”lI;rra;?Smg k Foreign service
© 1 Home ports

g e m Pay and benefits

n Naval operations

o Effects of the war

p Family life

q Post service experience

f Mess room life

¢ Rations and victualling
h Discipline

i Religion

I “‘;(‘-h,, l:)f these topics was examined in some detail, the extent and nature of
:\:,I :j( Ctm?)lrljl?e Qelrnonstrated by one example. Thus, in dealing with the
ect of “Discipline’, the followin ions i i [
e g questions influenced the interview-

4. What was the standard and nature of discipline on the lower deck?

who influenced it? Did it vary much?
hat were the most com ;
mon offences? What wer: 2
w‘me? How were they punished? = e
v as the discipline fair? Was it i
: ? possible to appeal effecti rai

any unfair treatment, if it occurred? 5 AR

What was the lower deck’s attitude to naval police? How much and

what sort of po i i
# power did they have? Did they ever abuse their author-

b,

¥ What were relations like between the lower deck and commissioned

I

w licers, ‘ranker’ officers, NCOs and the Marines?
as there any code of informal discipline or constraint on the lower

deck? What kind of behaviour i
e was considered unacceptable and how

: # Who were the most influential members of the lower deck? Was their

Influence based on any factors other than rank?

(3) Application

While there can be no question that the purposes of oral history re-

saich need to be very carefully defined, the way in which project papers



120 DAVID LANCE

should be used is open to variation. Some important work has been done*

in which listed questions are much more numerous and refined than in

the above example and the resultant paper used in the form of a social

research questionnaire. While such methods may serve the purposes of

some historians, for the wider aims of collecting centres . . . formal ques-

tionnaires have not been found suitable. Partly this is because no ques-

tionnaire is sufficiently flexible to accommodate, in itself, the unexpected
and valuable twists and turns of an informant’s memory; and partly it is
due to the fact that a questionnaire can become an obstacle to achieving
the natural and spontaneous dialogue that is the aim of most oral histo-
rians.

But, short of a questionnaire, lists of topics can provide useful
guidelines for interviewers to work to. The more interviewers there are
engaged on a particular project, the greater becomes the need to ensure
consistency of approach. As a device for obtaining such consistency, topic
lists have a practical value throughout a recording project. Even with a
project which is in the custody of one historian, the construction of a
formal research paper is still valuable for reference purposes, because
consistency is no less important and only somewhat more certain with
one interviewer than with many, in the course of a recording project of

any significant scale.

(4) Monitoring

It is possible, simply by drawing the interviewers together and taking
their reactions, to get an impression of the progress that has been
achieved at various stages of the recording programme. However, for the
effective monitoring of the project more systematic aids should be intro-
duced. These are needed because the creation of oral history recordings
usually far outstrips that of processing the recorded interviews. Catalogu=
ing, indexing and transcribing generally lag so far behind recording that
the customary aids which give access to the material are not available
when they would be most useful for project control.

As an intermediate means of registering the project information as it is
being recorded, simple visual aids can be designed which are appropriate
to the work which is being carried out. In the case of the lower deck
project the chart reproduced opposite was useful as such a tool. When
projects are geared to preparatory research papers and control charts of
the kind reproduced in figure 11.1oral history recording can be effectively
monitored and sensibly controlled. At the beginning of the project, the
research paper represents the academic definition of the project goals, By
careful application in the field academic prescrintion and practical possi-
bility can begin to be reconciled, Thus, in the light of early interviewing
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Flgure 11,1, Sample control chart

Uxperience, the list can be altered after some initial application. Certai
fuestions may be modified, some removed or new question@l ma br:
Itroduced into the initial scheme, until a more refined and u%;ful Zi(}; :
:::I'H vnl\lc;‘rge:;. Sensible alterations to the scope of a projecé cannotcl::
He without a systematic a i is impli
e p};ojed pape?proach of the kind that is implied in the
A recording progresses, a chart of the information being collected
ity the monitoring of the project’s interim results, The value of the
WHginal topics—and their various divisions—should not be tre'itei t
Iviolate until the work has run its full course, A common ex eri‘en:‘f;"
Ihat the collection of information in some subject areas rcnchcfn mln; ;
Mliration before many of the others, Such lines of quentionlng}mny l:)o
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discontinued when there is reasonable certainty that their continuation
would be unlikely to add significantly to the information that has already
been recorded. The converse is also facilitated by a framework which
permits the interim analysis of results. That is to say, areas in which the
collection of information has proceeded less satisfactorily can more easily
be singled out for greater attention.

Devices of the kind described above are usually essential in the effective
management of oral history research. Unless the resources of the collect-
ing centre are untypically lavish, there is usually no other means by which
it can be established that the interviewing and recording is achieving the
results which were originally sought. It is obviously necessary, through
such methods, to be able to control the course of the project and to judge
when it may be terminated

(5) Documentation

For the proper assessment and use of oral evidence, the collecting
centre should systematically record the project methodology. Without
this background information the scholar may not be able to use appropri-
ately the information which has been recorded. What were the aims of
the project organiser? By what means were informants selected for inter-
view? What was their individual background? How were the interviews
conducted? How was the work as a whole controlled? The more informa-
tion there is available to answer such questions as these, the more valu-
able oral history materials will be to the researcher and the more securely
he can make use of them in his work.

A formal paper, of the kind recommended eatlier, can tell the user a
great deal about how the project was structured. A working file will be
even more useful, if it reveals the way in which the work evolved (record-
ing what changes were introduced at what stage in the development of
the project). Such files should be maintained and regarded as an integral
part of the research materials which may be needed by historians.

Individual informant files should also be accessible for research. They
should contain biographical details of the informant and also be or-
ganised in such a way that the user can correlate tapes or transcripts with
places and dates which are covered by the interview. In this respect,
interviewers are in a uniquely valuable position to secure a documentary
basis of the information they record. Often the informant’s memory,
photographic and documentary materials in his possession, reference
sources and the interviewer’s own subject expertise, can be combined to
formulate quite a detailed chronology. This will support and give back-

sround to the recorded interview,

Similarly, the interview itself should be used as a means of establishing,
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the kind of background information that will give additional significance
to tl?e. information the informant provides. Thus, in addition to the
specific project information the interviewer is seeking, he can with ad-
vantage also record details of the informant’s place of birth and upbring-
in & his famﬂy background, economic circumstances, educational at-
tainments, occupational experiences and so on.

.Much that an informant says during the course of an interview he may
wish to correct, amend or amplify subsequently. No documentation Sys-
tem would be complete without providing him with the means so to do.
I!w Opportunity to listen to or read the completed interview often pro-
\tIdL‘S the informant with a considerable stimulus to add to the informa-
tion V\{hich has already been recorded. Once committed to an oral history
!111(-|'vxew, most informants feel the need for historical exactitude. Collect.
in ,;'vun.tres can maintain their transcripts in pristine condition, whilst also
Biving informants full opportunity to supplement with written notes the

Information they have already given, and filing such notes along with the
final tapes and transcript.

Note

I The outstanding British example of this kind of approach is Dr. Paul Thompron s

(Hniversity of Essex) study of family life and social history in Edwardian Britain,
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This volume is dedicated to two pathbreakers in oral history:

ALLAN NEVINS
(1890-1971)

At the time he conducted our first interview, Allan Nevins was
two days shy of his fifty-eighth birthday and nearing the crest of
his remarkable career. The idea “‘to obtain from the lips and
papers of living Americans a fuller record of their participation”
had haunted him for a decade and more. Every obituary pricked
his conscience: “What memories that man carries to the grave
with him!”

—Louis M. Starr on Allan Newvins, 1971

LOUIS M. STARR
(1917-1980)

The Oral History Collection of Columbia University is Louis
Starr’s enduring monument. No one was more insistent than
he on giving credit to Allan Nevins as its founder, but today al
Columbia we couple their names. On that foundation Louis
Starr built a collection seven times larger than the one he took
over. In the process he led and trained a new generation of oral
historians, and he voiced ideas and ideals for his successors to
explore and expand.

—Elizabeth B. Mason on Louis M. Starr, 1980
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