
ORAL HISTORY WORKSHOP IN HALIFAX 

by James Morrison 

D r .  Morrison i s  a research  o f f i c e r  f o r  t h e  National  H i s t o r i c  Park 
& S i t e s  Branch of t h e  Department of Indian  and Northern A f f a i r s .  

Have you heard of t h e  Nova Sco t i a  Ora l  His tory  Assoc ia t ion?  You haven't!? 
Well, you may soon i f  some of t h e  p a r t i c i p a n t s  a t  a r ecen t  o r a l  h i s t o r y  workshop 
i n  Hal i fax  have t h e i r  way. 

The Her i tage  Trus t  of Nova Sco t i a  and the  Federa t ion  of Museums, Her i tage  
and H i s t o r i c a l  S o c i e t i e s  of Nova Sco t i a  sponsored a t h r e e  day week-end workshop of 
t h e o r e t i c a l  a s  we l l  a s  p r a c t i c a l  "o ra l  h i s to ry"  from November 25th t o  November 27th. 
A l l  of t h e  work se s s ions  were he ld  i n  t h e  Nova Sco t i a  Museum. The aim of t he  work- 
shop was p r imar i ly  t o  show t h e  va r ious  ways i n  which o r a l  h i s t o r y  could be  used, and 
secondly, t o  provide p r a c t i c a l  advice  on how t h i s  va luable  source could be tapped. 

The f i r s t  day of t h e  workshop coincided wi th  t h e  opening day of a n  
e x h i b i t i o n  of black and white  photographs e n t i t l e d  "Older Ways - T r a d i t i o n a l  Nova 
Scot ian Craftsmen". This e x h i b i t  combined photographs of va r ious  t r a d i t i o n a l  c r a f t s -  
men and d e s c r i p t i o n s  of t h e i r  work i n  t h e i r  own words - a v i v i d  demonstration of how 
o r a l  research  could preserve  many soon-to-be f o r g o t t e n  techniques of t h e  craf tsmen.  
The photographs and in te rv iews  were presented by Pe te r  Barss and Jo leen  Gordon, both 
of whom took p a r t  a s  resource  people i n  the  workshop se s s ions  the  fol lowing day i n  
t h e  Nova Sco t i a  Museum. 

The workshop was o f f i c i a l l y  opened on Friday evening by D r .  David Sutherland 
of Dalhousie Univers i ty ,  who ac ted  a s  chairman (of t h e  workshop). He introduced 
James Morrison, who gave t h e  opening address  e n t i t l e d ,  "Oral His tory  - A Wider 
Pe r spec t ive  Niger ia  t o  Northern Queens County, Nova Scotia".  

D r .  Morrison, i n  h i s  address ,  d e a l t  w i th  t h e  many ways i n  which o r a l  research  
was being u t i l i z e d  i n  Afr ica .  He then  pointed out  how t h e  methods and techniques t h a t  
had been developed t h e r e  could be t ransposed t o  Canada gene ra l ly ,  and Nova Sco t i a  i n  
p a r t i c u l a r .  A s  a concre te  example of how o r a l  research  had been u t i l i z e d ,  D r .  Morriso 
presented a s h o r t  account of t h e  h i s t o r y  of Northern Queens County, Nova Scot ia ,  wi th  
coloured s l i d e s  t o  i l l u s t r a t e  h i s  ma te r i a l .  Beginning wi th  t h e  i n i t i a l  se t t lement  of 
t h e  a r e a  i n  t h e  e a r l y  n ine teenth  century,  h i s  account brought t h e  h i s t o r y  of t he   SOU^ 

western s e c t i o n  of t h e  province up t o  t he  present  day. Much of h i s  m a t e r i a l  from t h e  
l a t e  n ine t een th  century on was gleaned from o r a l  in te rv iews .  

The fol lowing morning, t he  r e a l  work began. The co-ordinator of t h e  workshop, 
M r s .  Pamela Co l l i n s ,  welcomed t h e  p a r t i c i p a n t s ,  about f i f t y  i n  number, t o  t h e  work- 
shop, and introduced D r .  David Sutherland,  who gave a b r i e f  t a l k  on t h e  "Value of 
Ora l  History". D r .  Sutherland expressed t h e  hope t h a t  members of t h e  academic 
community, e s p e c i a l l y  i n  h i s t o r y ,  would r e a l i z e  t h e  research  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  t h a t  
o r a l  h i s t o r y  o f f e red ,  and make use  of some of t h e  methods t o  be discussed i n  t h e  
workshop. He then explained t o  t h e  p a r t i c i p a n t s  how t h e  workshop would opera te .  For 



t h e  Saturday se s s ions ,  t h r e e  major t o p i c s  would be d e a l t  with: pre- interview,  
in te rv iew,  and post- interview.  Although seemingly a  l o t  t o  cover i n  two days, i t  
was f e l t  t h a t  t h i s  type  of programme would provide everyone wi th  a t  l e a s t  some of 
t h e  important po in t s  t o  watch f o r  i n  doing o r a l  research .  

To f a c i l i t a t e  d i scuss ion  and i n  order  t o  al low a g r e a t e r  exchange of i deas  
and experiences,  t he  p a r t i c i p a t i n g  group was divided i n t o  t h r e e  groups. Although 
the  working se s s ions  were t o  be taped, each group was requested t o  appoint  a  
s e c r e t a r y  who would no te  the  major p o i n t s  of each d iscuss ion .  Resource people were 
assigned t o  each group, t o  i n i t i a t e  and l ead  t h e  d i scuss ions .  P e t e r  Barss  and Jo l een  
Gordon, mentioned above, took one group. Kathy Kuusis to,  who i s  engaged i n  c o l l e c t i n g  
o r a l  h i s t o r y  on Tancook I s l and ,  Nova Sco t i a ,  l e d  the  second group. James Morrison and 
Lawrence Friend,  who worked toge the r  on t h e  o r a l  h i s t o r y  p r o j e c t  i n  Queens County, 
Nova Sco t i a ,  cha i red  t h e  t h i r d  group. 

The f i r s t  t o p i c  was the  pre- interview.  This s e s s ion  s t r e s s e d  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  
some documentary r e sea rch  is  e s s e n t i a l  be fo re  t h e  in te rv iews  can be held.  The o r a l  
h i s t o r i a n  must be aware of t h e  ex t en t  and scope of t h e  r e sea rch  before  beginning an  
in te rv iew.  Af t e r  a  s h o r t  c o f f e e  break,  each group moved on t o  a  new resource  person(s )  
and a  new t o p i c  - t h i s  t ime, t h e  in t e rv i ew i t s e l f .  General ly ,  t h i s  s e s s i o n  drew t h e  
most comment, a s  i t  i s  a t  t h i s  po in t  i n  o r a l  research  t h a t  t h e  r e sea rche r  i s  now f a c e  
t o  f ace  wi th  t h e  ob jec t  of a l l  t h i s  prepara t ion .  Where does t h e  t ape  recorder  go? 
How do you r e l a x  the  person being interviewed? O r  perhaps, a l though nobody asked, 
how do you r e l a x  t h e  in te rv iewer?  And, most important ly,  what a r e  t h e  l i m i t s  t o  
one ' s  in te rv iew? How much information does one wish t o  c o l l e c t ?  Not s u r p r i s i n g l y ,  
t h e  d i scuss ion  on t h i s  t o p i c  went on a f t e r  t h e  s e s s i o n  ended, and c a r r i e d  over i n t o  
t h e  lunch per iod .  

The workshop re-convened a t  1:30 t o  d i scuss  t h e  t o p i c  - post- interview,  
probably t o  many t h e  most d i f f i c u l t ,  and t o  some, t he  most boring p a r t  of o r a l  
h i s t o r y  r e sea rch .  This  s e s s ion  d iscussed  t h e  f i l i n g ,  indexing,  and s t o r a g e  of t apes  
and t r a n s c r i p t s .  The resource  people s t r e s s e d  t h a t  each t ape  was, i n  e f f e c t ,  a  
manuscript ,  and t h e r e f o r e  a  primary source f o r  t h e  use  of t h e  researcher .  To draw 
from t h i s  "manuscript" - not  y e t  "h is tory"  - i t s  maximum va lue ,  i t  has t o  be  
analyzed and compared wi th  t h e  r e s e a r c h e r ' s  many o t h e r  sources .  Only then  can one 
begin t o  ga ther  t oge the r  t h e  s c a t t e r e d  ske ins  of t h e  t o p i c ,  and at tempt  t o  weave a  
h i s t o r y  of a  person,  a r e a ,  o r  event .  

The f i n a l  s e s s ion  of t h e  workshop brought a l l  t h r e e  groups toge the r  i n  
t h e  main audi tor ium f o r  a  l e c t u r e  on t h e  l e g a l  a spec t s  of taping.  M r .  Br ian  Crocker, 
a  lawyer from Hal i fax ,  descr ibed  t h e  l i b e l  laws which appl ied  t o  Nova Scot ia .  
However, he f e l t  t h a t  t h i s  i s s u e  would probably not  a r i s e  i n  o r a l  h i s t o r y .  He a l s o  
pointed out  t h a t  t h e  copyright  f o r  any t ape  t h a t  i s  made belongs t o  t h e  in te rv iewer ,  
and the re fo re  t h e  onus i s  on t h e  in te rv iewer  t o  ensure  t h a t  t h e  information c o l l e c t e d  
i s  not  misused o r  misconstrued. This  s e s s i o n  brought ou t  two problems t h a t  were t o  be 
pondered and, i t  was hoped, t o  be t ack led  a t  t h e  next  o r a l  h i s t o r y  workshop i n  A p r i l  
1978. \That happens t o  t h e  tapes  and o t h e r  m a t e r i a l s  t h a t  a r e  c o l l e c t e d  by an 
ind iv idua l  o r  s o c i e t y  i n  Nova Sco t i a?  Is t h e r e  a  code of e t h i c s  f o r  o r a l  r e sea rch  
t h a t  could be app l i ed  t o  i n t e rv i ewers ,  i n  order  t o  p r o t e c t  t h e  o r a l  informant,  b u t  
a l s o  t o  a l low a t  l e a s t  a  p a r t  of t h e  information c o l l e c t e d  t o  be  made a v a i l a b l e  t o  
o the r  r e sea rche r s?  The day was saved from ending on such a  ponderous no te  by the  
Her i tage  Trus t  Annual Dinner, held t h a t  evening a t  King's College.  The workshop 
p a r t i c i p a n t s  went from o r a l  h i s t o r y  i n  Af r i ca  t o  e ighteenth  century  South America 
i n  one day, f o r  a f t e r  t h e  d inner  D r .  John Godfrey, Pres ident  of King's College, 
spoke on "Heri tage P r o j e c t s  i n  L a t i n  America1'. 



The t h i r d  day of t h e  workshop was a  morning s e s s i o n  only,  w i th  an evalu- 
a t i o n  of t h e  Saturday se s s ion ,  and a  t a l k  by Burnley A. Jones on "Black Ora l  His tory  
i n  Nova Scotia".  M r .  Jones spoke genera l ly  about t h e  organiza t ion  of t h e  b lack  
h i s t o r y  p r o j e c t  begun i n  1970 ,  and gave an o u t l i n e  of t h e  do ' s  and don ' t s  f o r  
a s p i r i n g  o r a l  h i s t o r i a n s .  The f i n a l  hour of t h e  workshop was thrown open t o  genera l  
d i scuss ion  and t h e  i n e v i t a b l e  ques t ion  was posed, "where do we go from here?".  The 
consensus was t h a t  a  r e t u r n  s e s s i o n  was e s s e n t i a l  i n  t h e  sp r ing ,  t o  d e a l  wi th  t h e  
ques t ion  of t a p e  s to rage  and t h e  e t h i c s  of o r a l  h i s t o r y .  The second i s s u e  was t h e  
establ ishment  of an ongoing o r a l  h i s t o r y  a s soc i a t ion .  Although t h e r e  were many a t  
t h e  workshop who f e l t  such an a s s o c i a t i o n  should be s e t  up, most be l ieved  t h a t  i t  
would be b e t t e r  t o  remain a s  members of Her i tage  Trus t  and/or t h e  Federa t ion  of 
Museums, Her i tage  and H i s t o r i c a l  S o c i e t i e s  of Nova Sco t i a  f o r  t h e  p re sen t .  Both 
i s s u e s  a r e  t o  be  re-examined a t  t h e  next  o r a l  h i s t o r y  workshop i n  A p r i l  1978. I n  
order  t o  provide some con t inu i ty  and con tac t  f o r  those  undertaking o r a l  h i s t o r y  
p r o j e c t s ,  an index of o r a l  h i s t o r y  research  being done i n  Nova Sco t i a  has  been 
s t a r t e d  by James Morrison. This  i s  t h e  f i r s t  t ime such an index has been attempted 
and i t  i s  hoped t h a t  i t  w i l l  provide g r e a t e r  communication between those i n t e r e s t e d  
i n  o r a l  h i s t o r y ,  i t s  p r a c t i c e  and use.  

On Sunday af te rnoon,  t h e  p a r t i c i p a n t s ,  from a s  f a r  away a s  Yarmouth, Nova 
Sco t i a  and Moncton, New Brunswick, l e f t  f o r  t h e i r .  homes, armed wi th  t h e i r  very 
informat ive  workshop k i t  and, i t  i s  hoped, prepared mental ly  and phys i ca l ly  f o r  a  
win ter  of p u t t i n g  i n t o  p r a c t i c e  what t he  o r a l  h i s t o r y  workshop presented i n  theory. 
We' 11 f i n d  out  i n  t h e  spr ing .  


