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A (Very) Brief Introduction to Oral History

Oral history is a valuable tool for exploring the past.  It consists basically of interviewing eyewitness participants to events of the past.  Though the primary goal is to gather stories about a person’s direct experiences, we are interested in more than just experiences themselves.  Oral historians are also interested in how experiences have influenced people's lives.  So we collect not only the stories of events, but reflections on their meanings as well.  Oral history is a form of memory -- an individual's way of interpreting and narrating his or her experience of a particular event or period.  Oral memoirs help us understand the role of perspective and interpretation in history.  Oral histories combine a dramatic, first-hand view of history with a storytelling approach and a sense of personal experience.  Oral memoirs can help us to move beyond easy slogans to see the complexities and the human dramas that underlie historical change.  Conducting interviews with family and community members can illuminate the ways historical developments effect everyday life. 

Most people who come for introductory oral history training want to focus on the interview itself.  But doing the interview is only a part of what is involved in collecting oral history.  There are important steps one should take before and after the interview. 

Before the Interview
1. Make certain you are adequately prepared as an interviewer.  

· You should try to familiarize yourself with your subject.  You should understand the relevant chronology and key themes.  If there is appropriate  research or background reading you should do it.  The more you learn in advance about your subject, the better. 

2. Make sure you are familiar with your recording equipment 

· Learn how your recorder operates.  Arrange for extension cords, sufficient storage, and a microphone.  Oral historians are abandoning the tape recorder.  Most now record their interviews on digital audio recorders, some use digital video. 

· Before the interview, practice using your recorder and microphone; make sure that it is functioning properly, so as to minimize the chance of equipment disasters. But you must understand: ALMOST EVERY EXPERIENCED ORAL HISTORIAN HAS HAD AN EQUIPMENT DISASTER! 

3. Prepare a list of topics or themes you hope to cover

· This list of topics (and subtopics) should provide some focus and consistency to your interviews.   But recognize that it is not a questionnaire, which could inhibit the flexibility you need to carry on a good interview.   

· While you should bring your list with you (along with a notepad and pen) you must not feel constrained by the list.  It should serve as a general guide to the material you want to cover in the interview. 

4. Develop a list of potential interviewees. 

· You will not be able to interview everyone on your list; and there is no simple way to define what makes a good interviewee.  But there are a few criteria to bear in mind when you are trying to choose whom to interview:
· Someone who is candid and willing to speak for the record
· Someone who is reflective and able to put his/her experience in social and historical context. 
· Someone with a good eye for detail. 
5. Identify and contact your interviewee
· Usually, but not always, potential interviewees are first contacted by letter.  In the letter you should explain the purpose of the project and its basic procedures.  

· Follow the letter with a phone call in which you set up an appointment.  Interviews can be short or long, but you should plan on no more than two hours per session.  

6. Make sure you have a legal release or deed of gift

· This form, which should be developed by the project you are working on, should be shown to the interviewer at the outset, and its purpose explained.  Both the interviewer and the interviewee should sign it when the entire process (including transcription) is complete.  

During the Interview
1. Record an opening announcement

· You can do this prior to the interview, or at its outset. Record your name, the name of the interviewee, the date, and the location.  

2. Set a good tone. 

· Setting is very important; it is best to find a quiet room away from telephones, television, children, and other distractions.  Restaurants, or other public places, are generally not good settings for interviews.  Usually the best place to interview someone is in his or her home or office: somewhere where your subject is comfortable.  

· If you have not already explained the purpose of your interview and what you plan to do with it you may begin with that.  You should do whatever you can to help your respondents feel at ease so they can begin to think about what they want to say during the interview.  Sharing some sense of who you are can be helpful, though you should always remember that you are there to listen, not to talk about yourself or express your own views.

· The key is good rapport. Create a relaxed atmosphere.  The most important interviewing skill is listening carefully and responding to what you hear.  If a person feels you are truly listening, s/he will probably respond by telling you more, and in greater depth than you could ever ask for.  Listening well – and showing the other person that you are listening -- is crucial.

3. Be spontaneous

· To get an interview moving, it is often a good idea to start with simple questions that ask for descriptive answers about the person's early life (i.e. “Where did you grow up?” “What are your earliest memories of [subject].”  Then, as the interview develops, your questions can go deeper.  In general, open-ended questions work better than questions that can be answered with a simple yes or no.

· If you have prepared a specific list of questions do not let it dominate the interview.  The best questions often emerge during the interview, and therefore cannot be anticipated.  Often, the most effective questions are simple interjections and follow-up questions: "Why?" "How?" "Can you tell me more about that?" "How did you feel when that happened?" It is crucial to listen carefully and respond to what you are hearing.  You will want to refer back to your themes list, but you should be very willing to follow the thread of interesting stories and issues you hadn't thought about prior to the interview.

· Memories may bring up difficult emotions.  This isn't bad; it can make for a rich and moving interview.  But you must recognize these painful moments and be ready to deal with them in a humane and sensitive manner.

· You should not be afraid of occasional silences.  Sometimes when you ask a difficult question, the interviewee needs a moment to think over what s/he wants to say.  It is important to avoid the tendency to immediately fill every silence with another question. Some of the best responses take some time to formulate. Be patient. 

· It is helpful to bring memory props such as photographs or newspaper clippings to the interview, so long as the item is relevant to the person's experience.  These items can help start or deepen the conversation.  They may be used at any point in the interview.

4. Stay alert

· During the interview remember to check to see that the tape is running and  recording.  But be subtle.  Don't make a big deal out of checking the equipment, or your interviewee may be distracted by your lack of attention.

5. Don’t go on too long

· If you or your interviewee tires, or if roughly two hours passes, arrange to return for a second session.  Don't push.  It is far better to find a new time, for an additional session.  Often the best parts of an interview are second and third meetings. 

After the Interview
1. Send the interviewee a thank you note. 

· Recording the interview is only part of the work of an oral history project.  Much of what is hardest comes after the interview is over. The continued cooperation of your interviewee will be essential.  

2. Review your tapes

· It is often worthwhile to review the interview tape and make a quick outline of the topics covered, taking note of key stories and discussions. This can be very helpful both with later meetings with the same respondent or with other interviews. 

3. Transcribe your tapes 

· Whether you do it yourself or hire a professional, a transcript is the only way, in the long term, that your interview will be preserved.  To transcribe an oral history interview usually takes approximately 4 hours of transcribing for every hour of interviewing.  A transcribing machine with a foot pedal is essential. 

· Transcribing is difficult. You must listen very carefully to capture the words of the interviewee as fully and as accurately as possible.  Oral speech and written speech are different from one another.  Oral historians do not agree on how to handle the process of translating oral into written speech.  Use common sense; preserve the specific qualities of the interviewee's conversation and speech patterns, but reduce the frequency of the oral tics and hitches. 

4. Review the transcript

· Interviewers should review completed transcripts as carefully as possible, checking for accuracy. 

· Interviewees should be offered a chance to review their transcripts, to check for accuracy, and to be sure they are comfortable with it before it is released to the public.  

4. Get the legal release signed

· Before an archives or repository of any kind can make use of a transcript it must have a legal document giving it permission to do so.  Without the legal release, the transcript of your interviewer is greatly reduced in value.
During the whole process

1. Remember: Nothing is more responsible for the good old days than a bad memory. (Franklin Pierce Adams, twentieth century American journalist)

2. Use common sense.
3.  Enjoy yourself.
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Two Sample Transcripts

1
M:  
Okay. Well, that's.

L:  
No, I mean, this is.

M:  
Yeah. Well, this is. [Both speak at once.]

L:  
That's what you need.

M:  
Yeah, this is your expression, your art.

L:  
Yeah.

M:  
Yeah. Now you are what? You are a shop steward for the UE. 

L:  
Yeah.

M:  
And you're working at Squire (sp?) Surgical Instruments.

L:  
Yeah.

M:  
And, of course, the Cold War is beginning, and the Depression is beginning. So, '47 or so; Truman; the Truman Doctrine; the Marshall Plan--you know, wide-open programs.

L:  
Oh, yeah. Well, that.

M:  
So things are beginning to get -- So, what do you think? I mean, are you afraid that fascism is coming to America, or?

L: 
I believe some sort of thing would have come. But I think labor and other circumstances prevented quite a bit.

M:  
Yeah.

L:  
I think so.

M:  
Yeah. I understand.


…………

M: 
Yeah. Now, it's in that period that you really get to know Robeson, Paul Robeson.

L:  
Before, already.

M:  
Okay. Now, when do you first meet Paul Robeson?

L:  
The first time that I heard Robeson was in Vienna.

M:  
Okay. When you were—

L:  
But we didn't have the money to go to the concert.

M:  
Okay. [Chuckle]

L:  
That was in the thirties.

M: 
Yeah. Before the Anschluss.

L: 
Yeah.

M:  
[Both speak at once.]  Before. Yeah, it was. Yeah.

L:  
And we were kids.  You know. He was a guest artist.

M: 
Yeah.

L:  
But the name started already to become symbol. And then, actually, once I came to this country, Robeson became an idol.

M:  
Okay. During the war, did you-- Did you meet him during the war or? Do you have any memory?

L:  
Maybe. Could.

M:  
Are you trying to. Yeah.

L:  
I'm trying, really, to remember when it was the first time. Well, Robeson – Madison Square Garden.

M:  
Oh, yeah. At the end of the war, the big "Win The Peace" rally?

L:  
Not only that but others, already, too. 


2.

G:
Do you remember any stories about grade school? Did you like going to school?  

B:
I remember that I had a very good teacher in 8th grade. She was fond of me and I liked her.  Her name was Miss Richards. She was a nice lady. She was smart.  I was always pretty good in school so I held my own in that sense.  

G:
What about on the playground?

B:
I used to hang around on the playground.  I used to play with marbles.  Then I started playing baseball in the playground on Chancellor Avenue, which was really difficult because it was full of stones.  It was just a playground not a ball field.  I used to play hardball.  I remember being a bicycle enthusiast.  We’re now talking about the age of 13, or 14.  I spent some time building model airplanes.  There was a guy who lived on Bayview Avenue. He had a little business. He organized his basement as a sort of workshop. We used to have to pay him 10 cents to come in there and buy the materials from him to build model airplanes out of balsa wood.  We also used cloth and a glue called dope to paste the cloth on the balsa wood to make the frames of the airplanes.  The engines of the airplanes were rubber bands.  The propeller used to be wound up with rubber bands.  They sort of semi flew. I wasn’t too good at it.  I managed to hang in there, but I was not what you would call a creative artist with my hands, to put it kindly.  

G:
Did you collect stamps?

B:
I collected stamps. I used to specialize in US stamps. I had a pretty good collection.  I expanded it to make it a very good collection by getting some money together – I can’t remember where I got the money – and bought somebody’s collection.  So even then I was a trader instead of being a collector.  I liked stamps. I liked to fool around with them.  I remember always getting the goddamned hinges in the wrong place. It was comparable to scotch tape of its day. You had to buy little small hinges that you wet to get the stamps to stick in place.  


One of the things I remember is I bought a used bicycle – it was a racer type bicycle – from that guy who used to rent out time in his workshop to build model airplanes.  I went out and I bought two cats eyes, which are reflective pieces of plastic so when the automobile light shone on them they looked like cats eyes.  I was sort of proud of those. I had them on the front of my bicycle.  I used to ride my bicycle a lot.

G:
Did you ride it back and forth to school?

B:
No it was too close. I didn’t have to be bothered with the bicycle. I used to walk.  The school was just a block away from my house in grade school.  The high school was immediately adjacent to the grade school.  


I used to get annoyed when I was in high school because most of the kids used to eat out for lunch or eat in the cafeteria. But we lived so close I was supposed to come home for lunch. This didn’t make me too happy because it put me out of the crowd or whatever was going on at the time.  I remember that as I got older I used to eat out. There was a restaurant called Weingarten’s on Chancellor Avenue across the street from the school where the sharp kids hung out.  I used to make my way into there for lunch to attempt to be one of the sharp kids.  I’m not sure I made it, but at least I ate lunch where they did. That was probably as close as I got. 

…………

One of the things I always felt sorry about for my kids was that they never had the benefit of a large extended family that were all close by and interwoven.  I had cousins, and uncles, and aunts.  There were boys and girls: older cousins.  They were all an active part of my life.  I spent a lot of time at my grandmother’s house and my cousins lived in the same building that my grandmother lived in.  The family used to get together frequently.  One of my cousins was I guess about five years older than I was.  He was a football player. He played on the high school team at Central High School.  He used to take me to Olympic Park during the summers.  Both my parents worked so they weren’t around the house.  My responsibility was to take care of lunch.  So what I used to do, my mother had arranged for me to always have credit at the local grocery store.  I could always go in there and charge whatever I wanted.  For lunch I would go in there and buy half a dozen kaiser rolls then go next door and buy about two pounds of salami or bologna and make sandwiches. 

G:
Not only were you a trader your whole life, you were in the food business.

B:
Yes. I was in the food business. Exactly. I used to pack about six sandwiches for the two of us, which meant three huge sandwiches apiece plus some apples, bananas, and probably a couple of candy bars along the way.  We’d go to Olympic Park.  I remember that Olympic Park when you went into the men’s locker room before you could go swimming in the pool you had to go through a hallway that was like a bathtub with a shower. They wanted you supposedly to clean yourself off before you went into the pool. You had no choice. That was the only way you could get into the pool area.  I remember doing everything I could to slide along the wall because that water was ice cold and I hated doing that.  Everybody did the same.  We used to run through there.

SAMPLE AGREEMENT FORM
Your story (oral history) is valuable for people doing research on the topic of __________________, 

 and we would like to incorporate it into the [name of project], [name of organization]. If you are in agreement, please complete/sign the form below.
I hereby give to the [name of organization] and/or the [name of designated archives], for any and all scholarly and educational purposes, the following tapes of the interviews recorded on: [dates]______ _____________________________________________________.

Unless otherwise specified below, I place no restrictions on non-commercial access to and use of the interviews: 

Name:________________________________   _______________________________________





 (Please print)







Phone/email

Address:___________________________________City:________________Zip: _________

















__________________________________________
_____________________



Signature of interviewee






Date

____________________________________

____________________________________

Name of interviewer (Please Print)






Phone/email

Address:___________________________________City: _______________Zip: _________

Signature of interviewer: ________________________

 Date:_________________

===================================================================

I wish to place the following restrictions on the use of the recorded interviews: Please check and initial those restrictions you wish to place on the use of your interview(s):

______ I wish to restrict access to the materials until (date): _______________


______ I wish to close specified portions of the interview, as noted on the attached document 

______ I wish to restrict access to the materials to on-site use (i.e. exclude electronic distribution)

______ Other (specify):

I/we agree to abide by these restrictions::

Signed by: _______________________________________
Date:___________________

Position _____________________________
Phone/email:_________________________
If you should wish to make inquiries at any future date about the disposition of your interview, feel free to contact [name and contact information].

ANOTHER SAMPLE AGREEMENT 

This Interview Agreement is made and entered into [date] between [name of interviewee], hereinafter called "Interviewee" and [name of organization].  

Interviewee has participated in a tape-recorded interview with [name of interviewer] in association with [name of project].  This Agreement relates to any and all materials originating from the interviews, namely the tape recordings of the interviews and any written materials, including but not limited to transcripts or other finding aids prepared from the tapes. 

The parties hereby agree as follows: 

1. Interviewee irrevocably assigns to ​[name of organization] all his or her copyright, title and interest in and to the Interview.

2. By virtue of this assignment, ​[name of organization] will have the right to use the interview for research, educational, and other purposes, including print and electronic reproduction. 

3.Interviewee acknowledges that he/she will receive no remuneration or compensation for either

his/her participation in the interview or for the rights assigned hereunder. 

4.Interviewee understands and agrees that ​[name of organization] will donate any and all materials to [name of repository] upon completion of his/her research. 

5. ​[Name of organization] agrees to honor any and all reasonable interviewee restrictions on the use of the interview, if any, for the time specified below, as follows: 

Interviewer and Interviewee have executed this Agreement on the date first written below.

INTERVIEWEE





INTERVIEWER

______________________________


_________________________

 (Signature) 






(Signature) 

______________________________


_________________________

 (Typed Name)





 (Typed Name)

______________________________


_________________________

 (Address)






(Address)

______________________________ 


________________________ 

Date________________________



Date______________________
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Some Interesting Oral History Web Sites

Oral History Association 



http://www.oralhistory.org 

H-Oralhist 

http://www.h-net.org/~oralhist/ 

History Matters: Making Sense of Oral History


http://historymatters.gmu.edu/mse/oral/what.html 

Regional Oral History Office, University of California, Berkeley 

http://bancroft.berkeley.edu/ROHO/    

"The Whole World Was Watching”: An Oral History of 1968 

http://www.stg.brown.edu/projects/1968/  

Behind the Veil [African American life in the Jim Crow South

http://www-cds.aas.duke.edu/btv   

Washington Press Club Foundation, Women in Journalism Oral History Project: 

http://wpcf.org/oralhistory/ohhome.html  

U.S. Senate Historical Office 

http://www.senate.gov/pagelayout/history/g_three_sections_with_teasers/oralhistory.htm 

Voices from the Thirties: Life Histories from the Federal Writers Project 

http://lcweb2.loc.gov/ammem/wpaintro/exhome.html 

Talking History [sound documentaries and interviews] 


http://www.talkinghistory.org/
University of Connecticut [good links to oral history projects around the world]


http://www.oralhistory.uconn.edu/ 

Oral History in China

http://oralhistory.netfirms.com/   

Some Hypothetical Oral History Projects

1. Before it is too late, the West Fairview Historical Society would like to interview some elderly residents of the community whose recollections of life in town predate the suburban housing developments built in the last thirty years. 

2. The Nostalgiatown Public Library wants to mount a small exhibition on farming in the village.  They have a number of interesting photographs, but little specific information about them. 

3. Activists in the retirees club of Local 2 of the Malingerers Union would like to preserve the memory of the founding and early years of the local, virtually all of whose members worked at the Blood, Sweat & Tears Works in nearby Marxton.  

4. The Scrooge McDuck Foundation has approached you to interview some recently retired mangers of the Foundation board.

5. River City is undergoing rapid social change.  Newcomers to the community come from ethnic and class backgrounds very different from the city residents before them.  A group of newcomers would like to make documentary film on the vanishing cultures of their changing city.

6. A producer from WWII, a radio station in Unityville, wants to broadcast recollections of veterans of recent wars.  
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