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CHAPTER QVERVIEW

This chapter describes how oral history can be used in geographical
research. After defining oral history, we outline the aspects that make it
unique and distinguish it from other forms of interviewing. These aspects
include establishingrapport, dealing with sensitive issues, understanding
the ethics of interviewing, ways to ask questions, and the importance of
sound quality.

INTRODUCTION

It was a blinking dust storm. Every time you come up to Loxton there
was you got off the track oh well that’s where you was until you got
yourself out again and it was always blowing dust. I thought ‘Gawd’
I always used to say, ‘Fancy living up in this hole’ [Ruth Scadden, in
George 1999a, 161]

These are the words of Ruth Scadden, the wife of a soldier settler who was eye-
witness to a wave of major environmental change in the horticultural town of
Loxton in South Australia’s Riverland after World War II. Over the past 60 years,
this ‘dust bowl” farming area has been gradually transformed into an irrigated
settlement producing citrus fruits, grapes, and stone fruits for Australian and
overseas markets. When interviewed in 1999, Ruth had begun to witness a fur-
ther wave of change as long-term irrigation revealed its impact on the River Mur-
ray, a situation that has now become critical. Her perceptions, understanding of
rural life, and representations of that life to others are threads of everyday and
ordinary existence whose cumulative weavings constitute a rich tapestry of local
geographical knowledge.
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Ultimately what has always struck me as being remarkably interesting
about how one is influenced is that there is a local geography involved.
For example, when I was working in Bougainville, there was one
other academic working on the island, an anthropologist, and simply
because we met fairly frequently we managed to produce two or three
joint articles together, and that situation seems to me to have always
continued. So there are these local factors which no one can actually
build into an intellectual trajectory or even practical planning, have
been incredibly important at how one actually shapes what it is one
does. [John Connell, geographer]

These are the recollections of a scholar in the field, recorded during an interview
for the Institute of Australian Geographers” Millennium Project on Australian
Geography and Geographers. His words trace just some of the complex lines that
ultimately form the web of an individual’s life experiences and locales.

This chapter outlines the basic scope of oral history as a technique to gather
information, insights, and knowledge from participants in social research—
people such as Ruth Scadden and John Connell. Tt describes how oral history
can be a powerful source of situated learning and how it can facilitate enhanced
understandings of space, place, region, landscape, and environment—the five
central filaments of human geography. Importantly, the chapter also summar-
izes a range of ethical, technical, and communicative guidelines for the effective
conduct of oral history.

WHaT Is OraL History, aNp Why Usk I IN
GEOGRAPHICAL RESEARCH?
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A second example shows that oral history can uncover the way that geograph-
ers themselves understand their professional contributions to how space, place,
region, landscape, and environment are constituted (Matless, Oldfield, and
Swain 2007; Powell 2008). As coordinator of the Institute of Australian Geog-
raphers Millennium Project between 1996 and 2001, Elaine Stratford encouraged
members of the profession to undertake oral histories with eminent geograph-
ers (Stratford 2001; see also Hay 2003b; Rugendyke 2005; Sheridan 2001). Par-
ticipants were asked to give some thought to the contributions that geography
has made or may make to Australian society. Two résponses begin to hint at the
wealth of disciplinary knowledge that can be gained by the extended and in-
depth interview style of oral history.

I'think that geography could continue ts contribution to the development
of Australian society by expanding the public imagination and . . .
values about [the public’s] . .. relationship with the environment and
so on. Because it is a very special place here, a very special environment
with special needs and so on. [Joseph Powell]

I think geography has made an enormous contribution. It would be
difficult to look at that in its totality because different geographers
from the perspective
ne. I think geography
n enormously to the
this country and what this means

for the future. [Elspeth Young]

How Is OrAL HisTory DIFFERENT FROM INTERVIEWING?

In Chapter 6, Kevin Dunn describes in detail how to conduct research inter-
views. Most of his guidelines hold true for oral history. However, oral history
practice does differ from interview practice in a number of ways, which we set
out in the sections below.

Perhaps one of the clearer differences between interviewing for research and
conducting oral history interviews is that many elements in the oral history pro-
cess place particular emphasis on the role of the participant. Through preparations
and techniques that make a participant comfortable with recording an interview,
oral historians aim to record as natural, rounded, and complete a story as possible.

Starting Ethically

Matt Bradshaw and Elaine Stratford note in Chapter 4 that it is a significant
matter to engage with research participants and share, interpret, and represent
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their experiences. Therefore, these acts require an ethical approach. Oral history
work involving researchers from post-secondary institutions must be assessed
and approved by those institutions’ ethics committees (see Chapter 2). Simi-
larly, private practitioners must be ethical in their approach, and membership
in oral history associations demands this. Thus, in describing below the various
stages and techniques of oral history, we assume that ethical considerations and/
or clearances are in place before research commences—a matter that has paral-
lels with interviewing more generally and on which Kevin Dunn elaborates in
Chapter 6 of this volume.

The Oral History Association of Australia (http://www.ohaa.net.au) was estab-
lished in 1978 to promote the practice and methods of oral history, educate in the
ethical use of oral history methods, encourage discussion on all aspects of oral
history, and foster the preservation of oral history records. There are branches of
the association in each state. As well as providing advice and training in oral hist-
ory, the association has drawn up ‘Guidelines for ethical practice’ (http://www.
ohaa.net.au/guidelines.htm). It strongly advises that these guidelines, which
protect the rights of both participant and interviewer, are followed by anyone
involved in oral or life history. A similar organization exists in Canada (http://
www.canoha.ca), and others thrive internationally: in the UK (http://www.ohs.
org.uk), the US (http://www.dickinson.edu/oha), and New Zealand (http://
www.oralhistory.org.nz). Many oral historians belong to the International Oral
History Association (http://www.ioha.fgv.br).

Getting to Know Your Participant—The Preliminary Meeting

Establishing rapport with a participant is integral to success. Oral historians use
a particular approach to help establish rapport, and the preliminary meeting is
a key part of it. After contact by letter, telephone, Internet, e-mail, or other ap-
propriate means, the interviewer arranges a meeting, usually at the home of the
participant or another place of his or her choice. No audio recorder is produced
at this orientation session. Rather, the time is used to establish a relationship,
gather background information, and ‘assess’ the participant and interview en-
vironment. Some interviewers use an information sheet to record information
about their informant, such as where and when they were born, aspects of their
school, employment, and/or personal background, and other data that might be
pertinent to the interview. Although much of this material might be covered
again in the recorded interview, preliminary notes establish context and ensure
accuracy—for instance, in spelling and pronunciation.

The preliminary meeting also offers the interviewer opportunities to ask to see
materials that may enhance research. News clippings, letters, diaries, or photo-
graphs may suggest new questions not previously considered. If a new topic is
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raised during the interview proper, you may be unprepared to ask questions
about it. If it emerges in a preliminary session, you have time to conduct further
research about it before the interview.

Sensitive Issues

After the interview is over, allow time for winding down. Winding down can
be as simple as accepting another cup of tea or listening to other stories not re-
lated to the research subject.

Multiple Interviews

Unless there are unavoidable constraints, oral history recordings with a partici-
pant may be completed over several sessions. When longer recordings are feasible,
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individual sessions may be confined to an hour or so and second and subsequent
occasions used to complete the history.

Multiple interviews can be very valuable. There is time between appointments
for you to listen to the initial recording and note responses to enlarge upon later.
Participants may also reflect on their answers: remembering triggers further
memories to be shared at ensuing meetings. By a third or even fourth meeting,
a bond between interviewer and participant has usually developed, which can
result in an even better interview.

The Question of Questions

Open questions are integral to effective oral history. These questions begin with
words such as who, what, where, when, why, and how. They reveal who was in-
volved in an event, what happened, where and when it happened, how it felt, and
why that was so. They yield the details that make oral history such an effective
source of nuanced (if always partial) recollections.

In Chapter 6, Kevin Dunn refers to secondary questions or ‘prompts’, which
oral historians often label follow-up questions. They often comprise the body of
an interview. Most are prompted by a participant’s response to an initial ques-
tion. If a participant says that his or her first day on the job was ‘frightening’, the
logical follow-up question is ‘why?” or ‘in what way?’ If he or she responds by say-
ing that “fellow-workers were aggressive’, a logical follow-up question is ‘can you
give me an example?” Through follow-up questions, great depth may be added to
the detail of information being sought.

Interview Structure

Oral histories can appear to be ‘unstructured’, but such is not really the case.
Interview guides or aides-mémoire are often used. Interviews in the tradition of
oral histories can often be divided into a three-part format, comprising orienta-
tion, common, and specific questions. As Robertson (2006, 22) points out, this

three part structure provides an excellent framework for interviews. It
helps you to avoid aimless or superficial interviews and it can lead to
recordings that are easier to use for research, publication or broadcast
because of their well-defined structure and focus.

Orientation questions establish the participant’s background. Common ques-
tions are those asked of each participant in a project. They build up varying
views and information about certain themes. Specific questions relate to indi-
vidual experiences and are developed through follow-up work. The flow of an
interview is determined by participant responses, so follow-up questions are al-
ways different across interviews.
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Questioning the Source

As the sections above suggest, oral his

the source. For example, as part of Ka

War Service Land Settlement after 19

cant interviews with the Land Board,

members’ notes about applicant responses, she could not ask them, ‘What do yot
mean by that?” When conducting oral histories with people who had appeare
before the board, she could. Karen then created as complete a picture of thos
board interviews as memory allowed. She was able to ask what happened tha
particular day, what the interviewers were like, how respondents felt about the
questions when they were asked and after the experience (George 1999a).

Sound Quality, Interview Sites, and Other Technical Issues

viaaudio, and sometimes audio-visual, technologies
tape recorders; ‘solid state’ recorders that use com-
at record onto a hard disc, are highly recommended
(Robertson 2006, 43-44), because a significant aim of recording interviews is to
create enduring sound documents. Oral history preserves the participants’ voices
and content of their interviews. High-quality sound allows the emotion, inflec-
tions, and tone of each voice to be heard. Itisals terial may
$ recording

r
nd document, it is important to record
possible and to use the best equipment
countries are the best place to approach
with inquiries about renting equipment. High-quality recorders are often avail-

able on loan from libraries and, in Austr; he Oral History

Association of Australia (OHAA). n workshops on

conducting oral history and the ¢ ent.
Robertson’s Oral History Hand n excellent source of information and

advice on all recording equipment,

(Robertson 2006, ch. 4), Recording te

and new digital recording devices are

to seek

associa

nology,

ensure that back-up copies of work are saved in secure settings, especially if you
have promised to do so as part of the ethical commitments of the project. It is
often very valuable to work in conjunction with a major university library or
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state/provincial library. For instance, the University of California at Berkeley has
a regional oral history office. In South Australia, if you agree to deposit record-
ings (with signed conditions of use agreements) into the oral history collection,
you are given free access to a top-quality recorder and your recordings will be
digitally preserved and copies made on CD for you and your participant. Check
relevant libraries to see whether they offer similar arrangements.

No matter what type of recorder you are using, always try to find a quiet place
free from interruptions to conduct an interview. Recording high-quality sound
means that extracts from your recordings can easily be broadcast or used in mu-
seum interpretations, on websites or CDs, or for audio walking tours. This qual-
ity also makes any transcription and analysis much easier. Note that workplaces
are among the worst locations, whereas private homes usually offer a dining or
living room, both of which can be quieter. Avoid kitchens whenever possible.
Refrigerators are renowned for droning away in the background or cutting in
and out with a thump. Ticking or chiming clocks should be stopped or removed
because their regular pulse in the background is distracting. If you cannot avoid
background noises completely, such as traffic sounds on a busy road, direct the
interviewee’s microphone away from the noise. Close doors and windows to
minimize background noises. If you talk about these things at your preliminary
meeting, participants will usually help out and not think you are rude when you
ask them to stop great-grandmother’s cuckoo clock or turn off the fridge!

Interpreting non-verbal responses and gestures is common to oral histories and
other interviews. The comment ‘It was about this big’ needs to be translated by the
interviewer into ‘about a metre high’. Tt is best to convey these details on tape, since
you might forget them later. Recall, too, that an interviewer’s verbal responses can
be detrimental to a sound recording, particularly one for broadcast purposes. A
litany of ‘yes, yes’, ‘mmm’, ‘oh really’, or ‘wow’ remarks that commonly occur in a
conversation interrupts the recorded flow of a story. Respond with a nod or a smile
instead. Let participants know you will remain quiet and involved. Listen to your
own recordings to gauge how silent you actually are. A pause, a moment of quiet
may be the instant before the best story (see Chapter 6 for additional discussion).
Oral history also can be a demanding process for participants, and they may need
time to stop and reflect. Be sure to allow them this time. Silence on tape can also
be very emotive. Long seconds of silence recorded in the midst of a painful story
reveal a struggle with strong emotions better than words ever could.

WhHy anp How o Make OraL HisToRY ACCESSIBLE

Interviews conducted for research often have very limited circulation. However,
in oral history interviewers are encouraged to deposit their recordings in libraries
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or archives. This step ensures the preservation of master or original recordings,
and if the participant has agreed, allows recordings to be made available to other

may contain useful information. For example, since the majority of the men
and women Karen George (1999a) interviewed about soldier settlement in South
Australia grew up during the Depression of the 1930s, a researcher interested
in that period of history could glean a lot of information from their answers to
questions about their backgrounds and childhoods.

Another advantage of depositing recordings in a library is that some larger re-
positories offer limited assistance with the transcription of interviews. Whether
you produce full transcripts, timed tape logs (which note subjects discussed at
different time points in the recording), or broad interview summaries is nor-

mally dependent on the proje . Professional transcription
is expensive but worthwhile i ws is to be reproduced in a
publication. It is worth notin transcribers are trained to

reflect pauses and the unique cadences of the spoken word through punctuation
and layout. Transcripts are rarely completely verbatim because it is common for
participants to feel concerned about their poor grammar, repetitions, and crutch
phrases (such as ‘you know’) when they see them in print (see Chapter 6 for addi-
tional discussion on this matter).

Making interviews, both recordings and transcripts, accessible to others should
only be done with the signed agreement of your participants. It is essential that
you draft a conditions of use form outlining what will happen to the material they
share with you—what their rights are, who will own copyright, where the recorded

Uskes oF OraL HistorY — SPREADING THE WORD

As well as depositing oral history recordings into libraries or archives and us-
ing information from inter
are other ways to share the
recordings, the possibilities
be presented in displays and on the Internet in written form, it can be even more
effective to use sound excerpts. Sound bytes used on a webpage allow users to
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ws. Listening posts—that is, posts with
of exhibitions, or portions of interviews

tory and of the processes that have not
odern suburban premises. Certainly,
ng when excerpts from oral histories

potential o
footage in or they could be used as part of an
audio walk

Last Worps

Geography’s central concern is to understand people in place, spatial relations,
landscapes, regions, and environments. It also aims to contribute to research-based
outcomes that advance well-being. For
involve philosophical and political inves

rget that your ‘source’ is another human
ive and valuable gift—their memory.

Key Terms
common questions listening posts
conditions of use form multiple interviews

follow-up question open questions
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orientation guestions sound document
preliminary meeting specific questions
situated learning timed tape logs

Review QuesTions

1. What are some of the ethical issues associated with the use of oral history?

2. What are some of the relationships between oral history and human
geography?

3. What are some of the ways in which oral history might help you explore an
area of human geography in which you are interested?

4. Develop an idea for an oral history project, prepare a list of potential
participants, and search existing oral history collections for previously
recorded interviews on related topics.

5. Record an interview, paying particular attention to sound quality. Develop
a multi-media spoken or web-based presentation using excerpts from the
interview combined with other media—such as photographs and documents.
You could present this as a talk or on the web.

6. Develop a conditions of use form to be used in conjunction with one of the
two projects above,
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