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S P E E C H  D E L I V E R E D  T O  THE 1976 OZAL H I S T O R Y  COLLOQUIU?J 

by Bernard Os t ry  

Bernard O s t r y ,  fo rmer ly  Secretary-General  of t h e  N a t i o n a l  Museums of Canada ,  
i s  Deputy M i n i s t e r  of t h e  f e d e r a l  Department of Communications. H i s  s p e e c h  was 
d e l i v e r e d  a t  t h e  O r a l  H i s t o r y  A s s o c i a t i o n ' s  c o l l o q u i u m  h e l d  a t  t h e  C h z t e a u  
Montebel lo  i n  September 1976. A r e v i s e d  v e r s i o n  of t h e  o r i g i n a l  s p e e c h  h a s  been  
p u b l i s h e d  i n  t h e  O r a l  H i s t o r y  Review 1977 whereas t h e  F r e n c h  t r a n s l a t i o n  of M r , ,  
O s t r y ' s  a d d r e s s  appeared i n  t h e  1976-77 i s s u e  of t h i s  J o u r n a l .  

O r a l  H i s t o r y  as  a  d i s c i p l i n e  i s  growing i n  v i t a l i t y  and  r e s p e c t a b i l i t y ,  s o  
t h a t  peop le  l i k e  m y s e l f  who u s e d  i t s  t e c h n i q u e s  i n  t h e  d a y s  when i t  was l e s s  
r e s p e c t a b l e  ( a t  l e a s t  i n  academic eyes)  a r e  i n v i t e d  t o  a d d r e s s  you a s  i f  we were  
p i o n e e r s  -- w h i c h  of c o u r s e  we a r e  n o t .  E v e r y o n e  h e r e  was a r o u n d  when o r a l  
h i s t o r y  a t  b e s t  was thought  of a s  a  c o n t r a d i c t i o n  i n  t e rms ,  and  a t  w o r s t  a s  some 
k i n d  of Freud ian  s u b d i v i s i o n  o f  t h e  whole  f i e l d  of h i s t o r y  -- w h a t  t h e  o t h e r  
F r e u d i a n  s u b d i v i s i o n s  were,  I l e a v e  you t o  imagine.  So f a r  a s  t h e  p r o f e s s i o n a l .  
h i s t o r i a n s  were concerned o r a l  h i s t o r y  was something t o  do w i t h  d e n t i s t s  o r  t h e  
Happy Hooker. 

I t h i n k  one can s e e  why Ora l  H i s t o r y  was looked on w i t h  s u s p i c i o n .  Memory, 
as Aldous Huxley po in ted  o u t ,  is what we f o r g e t  w i t h .  I f  e v e r y t h i n g  t h a t  came 
i n t o  our  minds remained i n  t h e  f o r e f r o n t  of a t t e n t i o n  we should be overwhelmed by 
i t .  And o r a l  h i s t o r y  could  w e l l  seem t o  be d e f e a t i n g  t h e  b l e s s e d  s e l e c t i v e n e s s  of 
human memory by t r a p p i n g  t h e  f u g i t i v e  w o r d  i n  a  m a c h i n e ,  s o m e t i m e s  w i t h  
bewi lder ing  e f f e c t ,  a s  i n  t h e  White House t a p e s .  The t a p e  r e c o r d e r ,  i t ' s  t r u e ,  i s  
s t u p i d l y  r e t e n t i v e ;  i t  l a c k s  even t h e  most e lementary  t a c t ;  i t  c a n n o t  d e l e t e  i t s  
own e x p l e t i v e s ,  l e t  a l o n e  observe t h e  r u l e s  of evidence.  And y e t  i n  t h e  h a n d s  of 
s c h o l a r s  and j o u r n a l i s t s  who unders tand t h e  t echn iques  o r  o r a l  h i s t o r y ,  t h i s  same 
s t u p i d  machine,  t h e  t a p e  r e c o r d e r ,  h a s  made a  r e v o l u t i o n  i n  t h e  g a t h e r i n g  and  
p r e s e r v i n g  of h i s t o r i c a l  e v i d e n c e .  The wisdom of t h e  p a s t  i s  c l e a r :  v o l a t  
v e r b a ,  manet s c r i p t u m  ( t h e  spoken word f l i e s  away, only  t h e  w r i t t e n  word e n d u r e s ) .  
Now t h a t  no th ing  need f l y  away, h i s t o r i a n s  c o n f r o n t  a  v a s t  new s t o r e  of e v i d e n c e  
-- and i t ' s  ev idence  of a  k ind  t h a t  t h e i r  t r a i n i n g  i n  t h e  h a n d l i n g  of documents  
d o e s n ' t  always h e l p  them t o  cope wi th .  

The t echn iques  of o r a l  h i s t o r y  a r e  o l d e r  t h a n  t h e  r e c o r d i n g  m a c h i n e s  t h a t  
have g iven  them new impor tance .  "When I was a  young f e l l o w , "  D r .  J o h n s o n  t o l d  
James Boswell a lmost  e x a c t l y  two hundred y e a r s  ago,  "I wanted t o  w r i t e  t h e  l i f e  of 
Dryden, and i n  o r d e r  t o  g e t  m a t e r i a l s  I a p p l i e d  t o  t h e  only two persons  then  a l i v e  
who had s e e n  him. These were o l d  Swinny and o l d  C i b b e r .  (Owen MacSwinny, t h a t  
i s ,  and Col ly  Cibber.)  Swinny's in fo rmat ion  was no more than  t h i s ,  t h a t  a t  W i l l '  s 
coffee-house Dryden had a  p a r t i c u l a r  c h a i r  f o r  h imself  which was s e t  by t h e  f i r e  
i n  w i n t e r ,  and was then  c a l l e d  h i s  w i n t e r  c h a i r ,  and t h a t  i t  was c a r r i e d  o u t  f o r  
him t o  t h e  balcony i n  summer, and was then  c a l l e d  h i s  summer c h a i r .  C i b b e r  c o u l d  
t e l l  no more but  t h a t  he  remembered h im a  d e c e n t  o l d  man, a r b i t e r  of c r i t i c a l  
d i s p u t e s  a t  Will's. You a r e  t o  c o n s i d e r  t h a t  Cibber was then  a t  a  g r e a t  d i s t a n c e  
from D r y d e n ,  had  p e r h a p s  o n e  l e g  o n l y  i n  t h e  room a n d  d u r s t  n o t  d raw i n  t h e  
o t h e r .  "1 



D r  Johnson1 s d i f f i c u l t i e s  could  be matched, I suppose,  by a l m o s t  a n y  of u s .  
I t  may be s i g n i f i c a n t  t o  remember,  by t h e  way, t h a t  two h u n d r e d  y e a r s  a g o  t h e  
d i s t i n c t i o n  between s c h o l a r  and j o u r n a l i s t  was n o t  t h e  yawning g a p  i t ' s  s u p p o s e d  
t o  be now. D r .  Johnson,  t h e  g r e a t  l e x i c o g r a p h e r ,  was a l s o  t h e  e s s a y i s t  o f  t h e  
I d l e r  and t h e  Rambler. I n  t h e  new d i s c i p l i n e  of o r a l  h i s t o r y  t h e  j o u r n a l i s t s  have 
made c o n t r i b u t i o n s  a s  impor tan t  a s  t h e  s c h o l a r s ,  f o r  t h i s  i s  a d i s c i p l i n e  ( a s  I 
s h a l l  a rgue  a l i t t l e  l a t e r )  w h i c h  d i s s o l v e s  t h e  b a r r i e r s  b e t w e e n  h i e r a t i c  and  
demotic  h i s t o r y .  I n  more ways than  one,  it  is  a democrat ic  d i s c i p l i n e .  

I have been asked t o  say  something about  t h e  i n t e r v i e w s  I c o n d u c t e d  f o r  C B C  
t e l e v i s i o n ' s  s e r i e s  F i r s t  P e r s o n  S i n g u l a r  a n d  t h e  T e n t h  Decade  w i t h  t h e  l a t e  
L e s t e r  B. Pearson  and w i t h  J o h n  G e o r g e  D i e f e n b a k e r .  One o r  two p o i n t s  may be 
made. F i r s t  of a l l ,  none of t h e  i n t e r v i e w s  e l i c i t e d  much, i f  a n y t h i n g ,  t h a t  was 
new i n  t h e  way of h i s t o r i c a l  d e t a i l  o r  i n s i g h t .  One could  e v e n  q u e s t i o n  w h e t h e r  
t h e  i n t e r v i e w s  were t h e  b e s t  evidence on t h e  s u b j e c t s  d i s c u s s e d ,  s i n c e  w r i t t e n  
m a t e r i a l s  had p r i o r i t y  over  them i n  t i m e .  T h i s  w a s ,  a n d  r e m a i n s ,  a  s o u r c e  o f  
g r e a t  d isappointment  t o  me. The two s e r i e s  were themselves  t h e  modest ou tcome of  
a much more a m b i t i o u s  p r o j e c t  which I had proposed t o  t h e  C a n a d i a n  B r o a d c a s t i n g  
C o r p o r a t i o n  i n  t h e  y e a r s  when I was S u p e r v i s o r  of P u b l i c  A f f a i r s  f o r  R a d i o  a n d  
T e l e v i s i o n .  O r i g i n a l l y  we had hoped t o  produce a s e r i e s  - o n e  i n  F r e n c h  f o r  t h e  
French  network a n o t h e r  i n  E n g l i s h  - on t h e  s o c i o / p o l i t i c a l  h i s t o r y  of t h e  p e r i o d  
i n  which M r .  Pea rson  and M r .  Diefenbaker  had been t h e  f e d e r a l  l e a d e r s .  T h e r e  was 
t o  be o n e  h i s t o r y  f o r  t h e  w h o l e  c o u n t r y .  An i m p r e s s i v e  t e a m  o f  E n g l i s h  a n d  
French-speaking r e s e a r c h e r s  a n d  w r i t e r s  w e r e  a s s e m b l e d  a n d  b e g a n  work on t h e  
p r o j e c t .  However, a f t e r  my d e p a r t u r e ,  t h e  p roposa l  foundered and would h a v e  d i e d  
e x c e p t  f o r  t h e  d e t e r m i n a t i o n  o f  t h e  a p p o i n t e d  P r o d u c e r  of t h e  s e r i e s ,  Cameron 
Graham, who t r i e d  t o  s a l v a g e  a t  l e a s t  wha t  v i e w e r s  u l t i m a t e l y  saw. A f t e r  t h e  
fo rmer  Prime M i n i s t e r s  had agreed  upon t h e i r  i n t e r v i e w s  they  w e r e  a s k e d  t o  b e g i n  
t o  r e s e a r c h  t h e i r  f i l e s  and r e f r e s h  t h e i r  memories. Hundreds of hours  o f  f i l m i n g  
fo l lowed ,  (some, d u r i n g  t h e  t r y i n g  days of t h e  War Measures Act i n  t h e  shadows of  
machine-gun-toting s o l d i e r s ) .  The r e s u l t ,  I am t o l d ,  p r o v e d  v e r y  p o p u l a r .  But  
what was new? One even ing ,  a f t e r  an  e x h a u s t i n g  s e s s i o n  o f  f i l m i n g ,  M r .  P e a r s o n  
and  I were h a v i n g  a  n i g h t c a p  t o g e t h e r  a n d  I s a i d  t o  h im t h a t  I was e x t r e m e l y  
d i s a p p o i n t e d  w i t h  t h e  r e s u l t s  of t h e  i n t e r v i e w s ,  t h a t  h i s  s t a t e m e n t s  t o  d a t e  h a d  
added n o t h i n g  t o  t h e  p u b l i c  record .  Indeed,  I asked  him whether ,  when t h e  f i l m i n g  
was completed f o r  t h e  s e r i e s ,  he  would c o n s i d e r  s t a r t i n g  o v e r ,  spending p e r h a p s  a  
q u a r t e r  of t h e  t ime  a l r e a d y  s p e n t  bu t  a n s w e r i n g  some f i f t e e n  o r  t w e n t y  c r u c i a l  
qu ' es t ions  abou t  h i s  major d e c i s i o n s  w h i l e  P r i m e  M i n i s t e r ,  t h e  v i d e o t a p e  t o  be  
housed i n  t h e  Archives  under  t h e  r u l e s  of t h e  day s o  t h a t  f o r  t h e  f i r s t  t i m e  i n  
t h e  h i s t o r y  of t h e  f r e e  w o r l d  we would h a v e  t h e  c a n d i d  a n d  r e a s o n a b l y  h o n e s t  
o p i n i o n  of a  p o l i t i c a l  l e a d e r  on t h e  major e v e n t s  i n  which he  c e n t r e d ,  e v e n t u a l l y  
t o  s e t  a l o n g s i d e  t h e  w r i t t e n  documentation and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  h i s t o r i a n s .  To 
my as ton i shment ,  he  agreed.  U n f o r t u n a t e l y  f o r  us a l l ,  he  was dead soon a f t e r .  S i x  
months would have made t h e  d i f f e r e n c e .  Did he know? 

However ,  w h a t  was new,  a n d  I t h i n k  v a l u a b l e ,  w a s  t h e  r e v e l a t i o n  o f  
p e r s o n a l i t y  -- and i n  ways which could  n o t  be reduced t o  w r i t i n g .  

I say  "reduced t o  w r i t i n g "  a d v i s e d l y .  T h e r e  i s  s o m e t h i n g  r e d u c t i v e  a b o u t  
w r i t t e n  h i s t o r y .  The advantage of t h i s  r e d u c t i o n  i s  i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y  and c l a r i t y ;  
we a r e  g i v e n  t h e  i l l u s i o n  of u n d e r s t a n d i n g  wha t  h a p p e n e d .  What we l o s e  i s  t h e  
v a s t  penumbra of doubt ,  t h e  e x t r a o r d i n a r y  u n t i d i n e s s  and ambigui ty  of l i f e ,  a b o v e  
a l l  t h e  mystery  of human p e r s o n a l i t y .  The t e l e v i s i o n  i n t e r v i e w ,  e v e n  t h e  sound-  



t a p e  i n t e r v i e w ,  can l e a d  us i n t o  t h e  p resence  of t h i s  mystery.  The t r u t h  of t h i s  
k i n d  of h i s t o r y  can be much more resonan t  and commanding than  t h e  t r u t h  of w r i t t e n  
h i s t o r y .  F o r ,  a s  Northrop Frye remarks i n  h i s  r e c e n t  book, The S e c u l a r  S c r i p t u r e ,  
" a  w r i t i n g  c u l t u r e  t e n d s  t o  i d e n t i f y  t r u t h  more and more complete ly  w i t h  t r u t h  of 
v e r b a l  correspondence ".2 T e l l i n g  t h e  t r u t h ,  t h a t  i s ,  becomes more impor tan t  than  
showing i t  f o r t h .  The h i s t o r i a n ' s  q u e s t  f o r  t r u t h  i n  w r i t i n g  h i s  page c o u l d  t a k e  
t h e  form of a  q u e s t  f o r  t h e  r i g h t  a d j e c t i v e ,  and t h e  confused r e a l i t y  o f  a n  e v e n t  
may o f t e n  be sanded down t o  f i t  t h e  smooth c o n t o u r s  of a  f lowing  p rose  s t y l e .  

When one i s  conduct ing a  t e l e v i s i o n  i n t e r v i e w  one i s  seek ing  a  d i f f e r e n t  k i n d  
o f  t r u t h ,  t h e  t r u t h  o f  p e r s o n a l i t y .  N o t  v e r b a l  c o r r e s p o n d e n c e ,  b u t  t h e  
correspondence of t h e  image w i t h  r e a l i t y .  I n  t h i s  k ind  of i n t e r v i e w  t h e  h i s t o r i a n  
conduc t ing  i t  i s  n o t  t h e  judge and ju ry  of e v e n t s .  The a u d i e n c e  i s  t h e  j u r y  and  
a s  such ,  t h e  u l t i m a t e  a u t h o r i t y  on t h e  f a c t s .  

I n  my own e x p e r i e n c e ,  when I c o l l a b o r a t e d  i n  t h e  w r i t i n g  of a  f a c e t  of h i s -  
t o r y ,  a  b iography of Mackenzie ~ i n ~ , 3  I d i s c o v e r e d  t h e  a u t h o r i t y  t h a t  i n h e r e s  i n  
a  w r i t t e n  record .  But s i n c e  t h e  w r i t t e n  r e c o r d ,  t h e  d i a r i e s  of Mackenz ie  K i n g  
h i m s e l f ,  was i n t e n d e d  t o  i n f l u e n c e  t h e  f u t u r e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of t h e  e v e n t s  i t  
r e c o r d e d ,  i t  was o b v i o u s  t h a t  b i o g r a p h e r s  s h o u l d  n o t  r e g a r d  i t  a s  t h e  l a s t  
word.4 I c e r t a i n l y  d i d  n o t  and one of t h e  ways i t  could  be and was checked was by 
dozens of o r a l  i n t e r v i e w s  w i t h  l e s s  p a r t i a l  w i t n e s s e s ,  i n c l u d i n g  many of t h o s e  
w i t h  whom M r .  King corresponded r e g u l a r l y .  Th i s  was an  e x t r a o r d i n a r i l y  l e n g t h y  
i f  rewarding p rocess  and one,  I am s u r e ,  I would have given up had i t  no t  been f o r  
one c u r i o u s  i n c i d e n t .  A s  a  young s t u d e n t  and t e a c h e r  I came t o  Ottawa t o  examine  
t h e  v a r i o u s  correspondence of Canadian p o l i t i c a l  l e a d e r s  t h a t  were l i s t e d  a s  being 
i n  t h e  p u b l i c  domain by t h e  P u b l i c  Archives  of Canada. I was shown every  c o u r t e s y  
and c o o p e r a t i o n  a  Canadian s c h o l a r  could  have wished f o r .  T h a t  l a s t e d  24 h o u r s .  
The f o l l o w i n g  day I a r r i v e d  t o  f i n d  a  c l e a r  desk where t h e  p rev ious  day were p i l e d  
t h e  l e t t e r s  of L a u r i e r ,  Murphy and o t h e r  c r o n i e s  o f  t h e  young K i n g .  I was t o l d  
t h e r e  h a d  b e e n  some t e r r i b l e  e r r o r  and t h a t  I n o  l o n g e r  c o u l d  s e e  a n y t h i n g  
r e l a t i n g  t o  K i n g ' s  c a r e e r .  I was 2 5  o r  2 6  a t  t h e  t i m e  a n d  a s  c o n s c i o u s  of my 
r i g h t s  a s  a  c i t i z e n  a s  any young pos t -g radua te  s t u d e n t  of t o d a y .  How I r e v e r s e d  
t h a t  d e c i s i o n  i s  a n o t h e r  t a l e  b u t  t h e  i n c i d e n t  burned i n t o  me a  d e t e r m i n a t i o n  t o  
g e t  a t  e v e r y t h i n g  w r i t t e n  down on t h e  s u b j e c t  of my biography wherever i t  was and  
t o  s e a r c h  o u t  e v e r y o n e  who h a d  h a d  a n y t h i n g  w h a t e v e r  t o  do w i t h  t h e  b u d d i n g  
p o l i t i c i a n .  And what I d i s c o v e r e d  over  and over  a g a i n  was how l a c k i n g  i n  mean ing  
was h i s  w r i t t e n  r e c o r d  w i t h o u t  t h e  s p e c i a l  d i v e r s i o n  w h i c h  t h e  memoirs of h i s  
con temporar ies  brought t o  b e a r  on h i s  c o r r e s p o n d e n c e  and  d i a r i e s .  The w r i t t e n  
r e c o r d  was o f t e n  a c c u r a t e ,  i t  was r a r e l y  t r u e .  

I cou ld  t e l l  o t h e r  s t o r i e s  a b o u t  t h a t ,  a s  I c o u l d  a b o u t  i n t e r v i e w i n g  M r .  
P e a r s o n  and M r .  Diefenbaker ,  bu t  I do n o t  want t o  l o s e  t h i s  o p p o r t u n i t y  of t e l l i n g  
you about  t h e  work i n  o r a l  h i s t o r y  which has  been going on f o r  some y e a r s  i n  t h e  
f e d e r a l  government and i n  t h e  N a t i o n a l  Museums, p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  t h e  Museum of  Man 
and  i t s  component t h e  War Museum, though t h e  N a t i o n a l  G a l l e r y  a l s o  makes u s e  of 
t a p e d  i n t e r v i e w s .  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  t h e  N a t i o n a l  Museums prov ide  funds  t o  a  number of 
o r a l  h i s t o r y  p r o j e c t s  i n  every  r e g i o n  o f  C a n a d a ,  a s  t h e  f e d e r a l  government  h a s  
done th rough  t h e  CBC and programmes I h a v e  b e e n  p e r s o n a l l y  c l o s e l y  a s s o c i a t e d  
w i t h ,  O p p o r t u n i t i e s  f o r  Youth and L o c a l  I n i t i a t i v e s  Programme. 



I should s a y  t h a t  h i s t o r i c a l  r e c o n s t r u c t i o n  is  on ly  one of t h e  u s e s  t o  w h i c h  
t h e  museums put  o r a l  d a t a .  The H i s t o r y  D i v i s i o n  of t h e  Museum of  Man and  t h e  
h i s t o r i a n s  of t h e  War Museum employ o r a l  m e t h o d s  t o  complement  d o c u m e n t a r y  and  
o t h e r  e v i d e n c e .  But  i n  t h e  a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l  d i s c i p l i n e s  of f o l k  c u l t u r e  a n d  
e t h n o l o g y  t h e  o r a l  i n t e r v i e w  i s  u s e d  f o r  much m o r e  t h a n  t h e  g a t h e r i n g  o f  
h i s t o r i c a l  m a t e r i a l ,  whether  t h e  q u e s t i o n s  a r e  narrowly d i r e c t e d ,  a s  i n  l i n g u i s t i c  
i n q u i r i e s ,  o r  less s t r u c t u r e d ,  as i n  i n t e r v i e w s  i n t e n d e d  t o  e l i c i t  an  i n f o r m a n t ' s  
way of t h i n k i n g  o r  speaking.  

As some of you know, a  g r e a t  d e a l  o f  t h e  work done  by t h e  Museum o f  Man's 
Canadian Ethnology S e r v i c e  e n t a i l s  e x t e n s i v e  i n t e r v i e w i n g  o f  i n d i v i d u a l  I n d i a n s  
and I n u i t ,  s i n c e  t h e  s e r v i c e  e x i s t s  o n l y  i n  o r d e r  t o  s t u d y  t h e  p e o p l e  o f  t h e s e  
groups .  Our e t h n o l o g i s t s  t r y  t o  work i n  t h e  a p p r o p r i a t e  n a t i v e  l a n g u a g e ,  s i n c e  
one k e y  t o  a  p e o p l e ' s  c u l t u r e  i s  t h e  t e r m s  t h a t  h a v e  b e e n  d e v e l o p e d  f o r  i t s  
i n s t i t u t i o n s  and s p e c i a l  domains of i n t e r e s t  -- f o r  example, k inshi ,p  t e r m i n o l o g y ,  
and t h e  v o c a b u l a r i e s  of government, law,  medic ine ,  r i t u a l ,  s u b s i s t e n c e ,  and so  on. 
Sometimes t h e  o b j e c t  o f  r e s e a r c h  i s  t h e  l a n g u a g e  i t s e l f ,  w i t h  t h e  p u r p o s e  o f  
w r i t i n g  grammars and d i c t i o n a r i e s .  And h e r e  t h e  i n t e r v i e w s  a r e  s y s t e m a t i c a l l y  
p l a n n e d  i n  a d v a n c e .  Of t e n  t h e  i n t e r v i e w e r s  w i l l  h a v e  f o r m u l a t e d  c e r t a i n  
p r e l i m i n a r y  hypotheses  abou t  speech ,  s o c i a l  o r g a n i z a t i o n ,  economic r e l a t i o n s h i p s  
and t h e  l i k e ,  b e f o r e  t h e y  go i n t o  t h e  f i e l d .  Wherever p o s s i b l e  t h e  o r a l  d a t a  a r e  
r e c o r d e d  o n  s o u n d  o r  v i d e o  t a p e  a n d  t h e  C a n a d i a n  E t h n o l o g y  S e r v i c e  c l a i m s  a  
s u b s t a n t i a l  a r c h i v e  of sound r e c o r d i n g s .  

Although e t h n o l o g i s t s  appear  t o  s n i f f  a l i t t l e  a t  t h e  f  r e e - w h e e l i n g  m e t h o d s  
of some o r a l  h i s t o r y  c o l l e c t o r s ,  t h e y  concede t h a t  n o n - d i r e c t e d  r e s e a r c h  h a s  i t s  
u s e s  i n  t h e i r  f i e l d  t o o ,  e s p e c i a l l y  i n  o b t a i n i n g  l i f e  h i s t o r i e s ,  m y t h s  o r  o t h e r  
n a r r a t i v e  m a t e r i a l .  

E v e r y t h i n g  t h e  Canadian Ethnology S e r v i c e  does i n  t h e  way of c o l l e c t i n g  o r a l  
d a t a  i s  i n f l u e n c e d  by t h e  f a c t  t h a t  i t s  f i r s t  commitment i s  t o  document  n a t i v e  
c u l t u r e s  a t  a  t ime  when t h e y  a r e  being changed d r a s t i c a l l y  i n  t h e  f a c e  o f  w h i t e  
c o n t a c t ,  and i n  some c a s e s  d i s a p p e a r i n g  a l t o g e t h e r .  I n  t h e  c o u r s e  o f  t h i s  w o r k ,  
h i s t o r i c a l  problems p r e s e n t  t h e m s e l v e s  a l m o s t  e v e r y  d a y .  C a r e f u l l y  u s e d  a n d  
e v a l u a t e d ,  o r a l  t r a d i t i o n s  of n a t i v e  peop les  can shed l i g h t  on h i s t o r i c a l  e v e n t s .  
T h i s  was demonstra ted v i v i d l y  i n  a paper  by Gordon M .  Day o f  t h e  Museum o f  Man. 
"Oral  T r a d i t i o n  as ~ o m ~ l e m e n t " , 5  a s  t h e  paper  was e n t i t l e d ,  s e t  t h e  o r a l  t r a d i -  
t i o n s  o f  t h e  A b e n a k i  p e o p l e  a l o n g s i d e  t h e  w r i t t e n  r e c o r d s  i n  a n  a t t e m p t  t o  
r e c o n s t r u c t  w h a t  r e a l l y  h a p p e n e d  when M a j o r  R o b e r t  R o g e r s  a n d  h i s  R a n g e r s  
d e s t r o y e d  t h e  A b e n a k i  v i l l a g e  o f  S t .  F r a n c i s  i n  t h e  y e a r  1 7 5 9 .  A  s o b e r  
assessment  seems t o  show t h a t  t h e  e v e n t  d i d  n o t  h a p p e n  e x a c t l y  t h e  way F r a n c i s  
Parkman and o t h e r  E n g l i s h  h i s t o r i a n s  have t o l d  i t .  

T h e  new h i s t o r i c a l  e v i d e n c e  i n  t h i s  c a s e ,  i n  t h e  f o r m  o f  I n d i a n  o r a l  
t r a d i t i o n ,  w a s  t u r n e d  up i n  t h e  c o u r s e  of e t h n o l o g i c a l  w o r k ,  b e g i n n i n g  w i t h  t h e  
s t u d y  of t h e  n a t i v e  language.  

Urgent l i n g u i s t i c s  have a g a i n  been a  f e a t u r e  of t h e  Ethnology S e r v i c e ' s  f i e l d  
r e s e a r c h  f o r  t h e  1975-1976 season.  Researchers  s p e n t  two p e r i o d s  i n  t h e  f i e l d ,  
t h r e e  months  o v e r  t h e  summer a n d  t h r e e  weeks  l a s t  F e b r u a r y ,  b o t h  a t  t h e  S i x  
Na t ions  Reserve i n  O n t a r i o ,  working mainly w i t h  Cayuga in formants ,  The r e s e r v e  i s  
c o n s i d e r e d  t h e  l a s t  and b e s t  s t r o n g h o l d  f o r  r e s e a r c h  on  I r o q u o i a n  l a n g u a g e s  a n d  



traditional culture. Six of the Northern Iroquoian languages are still spoken 
here by several hundred persons -- Seneca, Cayuga, Onandaga, Oneida, Mohawk, and 
Tuscarora. 

One researcher, Michael K. Foster, was gathering data in special areas of 
Cayuga lexicon and morphology for work in progress on a Cayuga dictionary-grammar. 
He also made initial contacts among the few remaining Tuscarora speakers at Six 
Nations, recording some six hours of tapes from an informant in his eighties, 
including a basic word list and a life history in Tuscarora. This kind of work 
has to be regarded as in the nature of salvage. A third purpose of the same field 
trip was to record an important example of Cayuga oratory in order to study 
performance variationsof the Cayuga Thanksgiving Address among different speakers, 
longhouses and reserves. 

On the February trip Mr. Foster worked with a Cayuga chief on the taping and 
preliminary translation of native speeches used in treaty sessions and on the 
taping and translation of a recently discovered Onandaga manuscript version of the 
Code of Handsome Lake. But let me quote from the researcher's own report. "For 
several months I have been conducting library research on 17th and 18th century 
treaties. I am less interested in the content and historical outcome of the 
treaties than in the pattern of forest diplomacy used by the Indians and colonial 
officials; the formal procedures, settings, speaking styles, manners of greeting 
and taking turns of exchanging wampum strings and belts and appointing speakers ..." 6 Noting the absence of written information on such points, Michael Foster 
goes on to say, "The ethnographic dimension is largely missing from the published 
accounts, and for this we must turn to present accounts. One may, therefore, 
understand the excitement I felt on discovering that Chief Thomas still knew the 
speeches and formal procedures connected with two wampum be1 ts , the Friendship 
Belt and Two Row Wampum Belt. The agreements symbolized by these belts are very 
ancient, reaching back -- if one is to accept their wording at face value -- to 
the time of Dutch settlement in New York .... It is not overstating the case to 
say that here is possibly a last chance to record on tape the remains of a 
tradition that once distinguished forest councils and turned large historic events 
in the northeast. Mr. Thomas is one of, at most, two living Iroquois who in words 
can still lead his listeners over the forest path to the wood's edge to hear the 
Three Rare Words of Condolence, the extended greetings of the chiefs, the stirring 
up of the council fire and the vicissitudes of argument on the white and red man's 
canoes whose parallel paths are forever to remain close but distinct. Here is a 
native document to bring ethnographic life to the historical past."7 

I've quoted this passage from Michael Foster's report because it illustrates 
so vividly the ways in which ethnological and linguistic research, using oral 
techniques, shedslight on history and givesit the missing dimension that comes 
from some understanding of Indian values and procedures. Preliminary study of 
some 32 translation tapes has already elicited some striking observations. 

For example, in published accounts of the Indian treaties, the usual English 
phrase for "alliance" between Indians and colonists is "the great convenant 
chain". The native texts, however, never use the word "chain" to express the 
Indian view of alliance; where Chief Thomas uses the image of a chain, he is 
quoting from the white men who made the first treaties. Another point that 
emerges is that the tobacco pipe was not smoked simply as a gesture of peace. It 



was to king power to the agreement and to purify the speaker's words. The taste 
of tobacco was to remind the speaker of the importance of speaking sincerely; the 
smoke rose skyward to penetrate the Creator's realm. 

Again, the exchange of wampum belts was more than a mere formality . It was 
the wampum string or belt that contained or carried the message. Yet all the 
white man's written record aotes at the end of a speech- is simply the-cryptic 
phrase: "Here a belt.'' 

For the folklorists of the Museum of Man, the techniques of the oral 
interview are of major importance since they are specifically interested in those 
aspects of folk behaviour that are not based on the written word. Folklore is the 
study of that part of culture which is transmitted by word of mouth, independently 
of the rhythm of elite culture. 

Investigation takes two forms: the non-participating, in which one uses 
material recorded by others; and the participating, in which the researcher 
himself gathers the information. The quality of the investigation depends on the 
degree to which the researcher can discard his own prejudices and enter into those 
of his informant. Researchers normally work with a very carefully thought-out 
questionnaire, drawn up before going into the field, but they are always ready to 
adapt their questions and vocabulary to local or regional peculiarities. The 
material generated by folklore interviews may take several forms in the archives: 
manuscripts, typescripts, photographs, sketches, wax cylinders, magnetic tapes and 
videotapes. 

I should add that -- as with the results of ethnological interviews -- the 
information gathered may be useful in more than one discipline. Historians may 
want to use it to complement other material. And there have been several studies 
in human geography which depend on the kind of oral interview that folklorists 
specialize in. Even the medical profession has been able to make valuable use of 
folk material. 

I'd like to go back, now, to the use of oral methods in the Museum of Man's 
History Division. It has been the practice of the Museum for a number of years to 
gather oral testimony on any artifacts that the Museum acquires. This testimony 
goes not only to questions of provenance, but also to the use or function of the 
object. There's not much point in collecting a whatyoumaycallit if you don't know 
what it is, what it's for, or how it's used. Even if the researcher knows what it 
is -- let's say a mattock (though that, being a tool, may be a bad example, since 
one would probably find it in the Museum of Science and Technology) it may be of 
great interest to a human geographer or even a historian to know that the man who 
uses it calls it a gruffawn. The persistence of a Gaelic name for a tool like 
this in certain areas has implications for ethnic history. 

As I say, the use of this kind of oral testimony is a practice of long 
standing in the History Division. But the use of oral techniques in other areas 
is a comparatively recent development. It has been used extensively in only two 
areas in the recent past. One is a project on the history of the time of 
troubles in the coal mining industry of Cape Breton, Nova Scotia, in the 1920s. 
The other is in conjunction with a broad-ranging study of artisanship in the 
province of Quebec in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. 



The project on coal mining in Cape Breton had two distinct beginnings. 
First, Dr. D.A. Muise was involved in a long-range study of the history of coal 
mining in the area. Secondly, the Museum agreed to cooperate with the National 
Museums Corporation and National Film Board in making a film on the coal mining 
industry's troubles in the 1920s. The oral history project was undertaken in 
connection with the film conceived as a documentary whose most important technique 
was to use the recollections of those who were involved in the events of the time. 
Over seventy hours of interviews were taped (twelve of them on film) from a number 
of persons who had taken part in the strikes and lock-outs of the coal mines in 
the 1920s. The testimony of these participants, naturally enough, is sometimes 
contradictory, so that the historical facts of the background of the events of 
1922 and 1925 had to be established by more traditional methodology, but the words 
and the presence to the viewer of people who were actually there give a sense of 
immediacy and reality which could be given in no other way. It is as if the 
people themselves have become their own historians. 

The study of artisanship in Quebec has entailed seeking out living 
participants in the various trades and interviewing them extensively about the 
work they have done. The interviews were conducted on their own turf, sometimes on 
film. What is important in this project is that these oral interviews are most 
often the only source of knowledge that we have on the subject. Here the oral 
interview truly represents the best evidence available. And once again the people 
are telling their own story. The scholar is not telling it for them, or bending 
it to fit a thesis or the demands of narrative. 

The same sort of use of oral techniques is being made by the historians of 
the War Museum. First hand accounts give the historian a chance to glimpse the 
dynamics of what actually happened -- which under battle conditions may sometimes 
seem like opening a can of worms. Statesmen and generals have written their 
memoirs, often with a view to improving their image in the eyes of posterity. Not 
many private soldiers, sergeants, ordinary seamen or gunner's mates have published 
their memoirs. But in the hands of a skilled interviewer they can tell their own 
stories with an effectiveness that is all the more telling for being artless. 

As an example of the practical use to which oral interviews can be put in the 
ordinary business of the museum I'd like to tell you just this one simple 
anecdote. A recent art exhibit on an aspect of the Second World War was to employ 
mannequins dressed in uniforms and equipment of the period. All documentary dress 
regulations specified that webbing equipment (the supporting straps for 
infantrymen's equipment) was to be worn in a certain manner. But questioning of 
several individuals who had actually worn the equipment revealed that no Canadian 
ever wore it in the regulation manner. The reasons were various: a desire not to 
look like British troops, comfort and so on. Further questioning established the 
way Canadians in fact wore and used the webbing. The exhibit was dressed 
accordingly. Oral techniques had corrected the documentary evidence. 

To conclude this necessarily incomplete account of some of the ways our 
museums use oral techniques, I'd like to draw attention to some of the projects 
across Canada which are funded by the National Museums. 

In New Brunswick, the York County Memory Bank project; in Newfoundland, 
Remembrance of Things Past; in Quebec, Ilnut; in Ontario, Revelation '74; in 
Manitoba, Indian Cultural Revival; in Alberta, the Telelegend project and the Oral 



H i s t o r y  of t h e  M6tis of A l b e r t a ;  i n  t h e  N o r t h w e s t  T e r r i t o r i e s ,  t h e  p r o j e c t  o f  
H i s t o r i c a l  a n d  C u l t u r a l  I n f o r m a t i o n ;  a n d  i n  B r i t i s h  C o l u m b i a ,  t h e  C u l t u r a l  
H e r i t a g e  P r o j e c t  and t h e  N e s k a i n l i t h  Youth R e s e a r c h  Team. Among o t h e r  b e n e f i t s  
t h e s e  p r o j e c t s  have c r e a t e d  dozens of meaningful  jobs.  

What I b e l i e v e  e m e r g e s  f r o m  t h i s  s u r v e y  i s  s o m e t h i n g  t h a t  s e e m s  t o  b e  
i n h e r e n t  i n  t h e  n a t u r e  of o r a l  h i s t o r y  a s  a s c i e n c e  a n d  a r t .  I wonder  i f  y o u  
remember t h a t  poem by G.K. C h e s t e r t o n  which has  t h e  r e f r a i n :  "We a r e  t h e  p e o p l e  
o f  England and we h a v e  n o t  s p o k e n  y e t . "  U n t i l  r e c e n t l y ,  w r i t t e n  h i s t o r y  h a s  
c o n c e n t r a t e d  on h i g h  p o l i c y ,  t h e  deeds of g r e a t  men and women, t h e  p e r f o r m a n c e  o f  
g e n e r a l s  and a d m i r a l s ,  t h e  c o n f l i c t s  of g r e a t  masses of s o c i e t y .  How r a r e l y  t h e  
f a c e  of an  o r d i n a r y  man o r  woman e m e r g e s  f r o m  t h e s e  v a s t  h i s t o r i c a l  pomps a n d  
c a v a l c a d e s  ! 

I t h i n k  t h a t  t h e  t a p e  r e c o r d e r  and t h e  f i l m  a n d  t h e  v i d e o t a p e  h a v e  a l l o w e d  
t h e  common p e o p l e  t o  s t e p  f o r w a r d  a n d  t e l l  t h e i r  own s t o r i e s ,  w i t h o u t  t h e  
m e d i a t i o n  of academics o r  p r o f e s s i o n a l  s t o r y  t e l l e r s .  It h a s  t a k e n  h i s t o r i a n s  a 
l i t t l e  w h i l e  t o  c a t c h  on t o  what h a s  been happening.  But  o n e  c a n  s e e  i t s  g r e a t  
beg inn ings  i n  a  book l i k e  Oscar Lewis' The C h i l d r e n  of ~ a n c h e z 8  , more absorb ing  
t h a n  most n o v e l s ,  where a  group of d e s p e r a t e l y  poor Mexicans speak from t h e i r  own 
h e a r t  and mind, r e v e a l i n g  t h e  s imple  t r u t h  t h a t  i t  is  n o t  on ly  g r e a t  men and women 
who c r e a t e  t h e  f a b r i c  of h i s t o r y ,  t h a t  one does n o t  have t o  l i v e  i n  a  f i n e  h o u s e  
w i t h  books around one i n  o r d e r  t o  t a k e  p a r t  i n  t h e  beauty  and d i g n i t y  o f  man. I n  
t h e  h o v e l s  of men and women broken on t h e  wheel of h i s t o r y  t h e  m y s t e r y  of human 
p e r s o n a l i t y  i s  r e a l i z e d  i n  b i r t h ,  and l o v e ,  and a n g e r ,  a n d  h u n g e r  a n d  v i o l e n c e ,  
and  courage ,  and dea th .  

And Oscar Lewis was fo l lowed  by t h o s e  v u l g a r  f e l l o w s  - t o  c a l l  them v u l g a r  i s  
n o t  t o  d i s p a r a g e  them-the j o u r n a l i s t s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  t h e  s o - c a l l e d  new j o u r n a l i s t s  
l i k e  Tom Wolfe and even i n  h i s  own queer  way t h e  n o v e l i s t  Truman Capote,who i n  t h e  
pages  of I n  Cold ~ l 0 0 d 9  took u s  i n t o  t h e  i n t e r i o r  da rkness  of two d e s p e r a t e  c r i -  
m i n a l s  a l l  t h e  way t o  t h e  gal lows.  S tuds  T e r k e l  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  a n d  B a r r y  
B r o a d f o o t  i n  ~ a n a d a  u s e d  t h e  t a p e  r e c o r d e r  t o  r e v e a l  t h e  p a r t  p l a y e d  b y  
unpre tend ing  peop le  -- people  wi thou t  power o r  i n f l u e n c e  -- i n  t h e  c r u e l  t i m e s  o f  
t h e  G r e a t  Depress ion  and t h e  Second World War. 

I f  t h e  peop le  of England have n o t  spoken y e t ,  i f  t h e  people  of Europe and t h e  
Americas have n o t  spoken y e t ,  i f  t h e  p e o p l e  o f  Canada h a v e  n o t  s p o k e n  y e t ,  t h e  
t e c h n i q u e s  of o r a l  h i s t o r y  a r e  a t  our  d i s p o s a l  t o  l e t  them s p e a k ,  a n d  s p e a k  o u t ,  
t o  add t h e i r  v o i c e s  t o  t h e  chorus  of h i s t o r y ,  t o  t e a c h  h u m i l i t y  t o  s t a t e s m e n  a n d  
mandar ins  and s c h o l a r s ,  t o  open a new l i t e r a t u r e  and a  new v i s i o n  o f  t h e  m o t i o n s  
of t i m e  and f a t e .  

There  i s  a  connec t ion ,  t h e n ,  a n d  a  v i t a l  c o n n e c t i o n ,  b e t w e e n  t h e  v a r i o u s  
d i s c i p l i n e s  I ' v e  been d i s c u s s i n g .  Ethnology and f o l k l o r e ,  t h e  h i s t o r y  of a r t i s a n s  
and miners ,  t h e  c o r r e c t i o n  of o f f i c i a l  myth by o r a l  t r a d i t i o n ,  a l l  r e f l e c t  t h e  
same c e n t r a l  concern ,  which i s  t o  r e v e a l  o r d i n a r y  men and women a s  t h e y  go a b o u t  
t h e i r  o r d i n a r y  l i v e s ,  above a l l  t o  r e v e a l  what I have spoken of a s  t h e  m y s t e r y  of 
p e r s o n a l i t y  i n  a l l  i t s  wonderful  v a r i e t y .  

There  i s  a  new urgency t o  t h e  work of r e c o r d i n g  t h e  thoughts  and f e e l i n g s  and 
v a l u e s  of peop le  and communities who have been l e f t  t o o  long  i n  t h e  d a r k ,  a n d  who 
a r e  now s u f f e r i n g  n o t  on ly  t h e  i n s u l t s  of h i s t o r y ,  bu t  t h e  shocks of t e c h n i c a l  and 



s o c i a l  change. And i n  t h i s  u r g e n t  endeavour t h e  N a t i o n a l  Museums of  Canada a r e  
p l a y i n g  t h e i r  p a r t ,  and w i l l  con t inue  t o  p l a y  t h e i r  p a r t  w i t h  a l l  t h e  r e s o u r c e s ,  
human and t e c h n i c a l ,  a t  t h e i r  d i s p o s a l .  

The t a s k ;  o u r  t a s k ,  y o u r  t a s k ,  i s  t o  o f f e r  a d e e p e r  o r c h e s t r a t i o n  t o  t h e  
e l e g a n t  f o r m u l a t i o n s  of academic h i s t o r y ,  n o t  t o  s u p p l a n t  i t  but  t o  augment i t  by 
something new i n  t h e  world ,  a  s e c u l a r  h i s t o r y .  
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