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Sir~ce so 171~rck of' the I-ecorcl s~ri-inli17ding 
the .sto~-j~ of' ilnnligmtiu~? nllrl etllllicih 
C O I I C ~ I - I I S  pe(1l11e11'ko ha11e hull to 11~1rk 
long ~117el hare1 jhi- their claily hrecrcl, \19lzo 
117cg' 1 1 a l ~  ?fie11 a~loicled the n1ain.strea171 
~x'litic~ll pmce,sfl~r?el /?eel1 ig1101-ec/ hj' it, \1'e 
k11o11, t11at the project to D~iilcl o ~-e.~o~trcc. 
bczse \1,olrlc1 11eecl to be ,frt.e of olelei- 
hiel-trrchies qf 11i.st0i-ic~tl L ~ I ~ C I  ~rl-cl~i~'ltl  
tl~olight \1~11icl1 e171pl1asizecl the 11~rllre of' 
~l'rittei~ ai~cl pi-il~t i~~ate i - i~ t l  o13el- oi-611, of' 

Engli.rh-la~~gliage 171ntei-ial oltei- other lr11c1 
of' recore1.s ge~~errtted 0 ~ '  tlle 111-ticul~tte c117cl 
yc~litic~rllj~ a c t i ~ ~ e  01- .social1j1 pru~nline~it ollel- 
hrrii~l~ler et1111oc~tlt~ii-crl lecoi-c1.s. I 

Images of Canada: Samuel de Ch~unplnin: responsible 
govenlment; Willialn Colnelius van Home and the building of the 
Canadian Pacific Railway; challenge, survi\ial and achie~~ements. 
The captains of society; the giants. good and bad. who wielded 
~~oli t ical  and economic 1101ver. They made Cnnacla. This was the 
stuff - the history we were taught - immortalized in a hundred 
social studies texts. 



But there were others. The Chinese railroad navvy who 
stood back as van Hol-ne rode by. The "men in sheepskin coats" 
from central Europe and the urban immigrant at the turn of the 
century, they made Canada too. Their story is also p a t  of oiir 
history and we must now make sure that it is remembered and told. 

Probably the widest-ranging effort to preserve Canadian 
ethnic history tllro~igll the coinpilatio~l of oral testirnolly and other 
plimasy source matel-ial has been made by the Multicultural 
History Society of Ontario (MHSO). The Society was fo~nled in 
the autumn of 1976 under the leadership of Robert F. Hamey. He 
lurid a group of fellow academics, civil servants, archivists and 
librarians saw the need to give every i~ldividual and group the 
dignity 01 being talcen seriously as bearers of cultul-e and history. 
They would acknowledge the i~nporta~lce of I-ecording the stories 
and ways of 'ordinary' peoples, visibly weaving them into the 
seelllillgly pale cultural fabric of Oiltaiio and Canada - an image 
with w1nicI1 we have been traditionally presented: an image that we. 
in tur~n. have presentecl to the world. 

Hamey and his colleagues would ask: how could one aim 
at reconstituting the texture of Canadian daily life without 
appreciating the markings that etl~nocult~ires have left in our 
sun-oundings? How could public institutions such as archives. 
libraries. universities and the s c l ~ o o l ~  neglect the growing 
ethnocultural 1,resence in Ontal-io cultul-e. or boast a Canadian 
cosmopolitanism without being able to recognize the symbols. tlle 
voices. the sounds. the Inemory culture and the bound~u-ies that fill 
out so 1n~lc11 of om private and p~iblic life? Those who created a 
major I-esearch and archival institution from scratch. and drafted its 
preservation and rcsearch methodology. did so out of a 131-ofound 
sense ofliu~-nan worth and a dedication to authentic pluralism. For 
then1 i t  was imperative that serious ethnic studies. built on a 
research collection that included czll ethnocommunity sources - 
with oral testimony standing first among eq~ials - cl~~iclily emel-ge 
to strengthen the intellectual undeipinnings 01 ~li~~lticult~~ralism as 
a civic value. 



The Societjl was bani as a restilt of initial f~lriding from the 
Govemme~lt of Ontaio under Premier William Davis-to his 
everlasting credit. This provi~lce was the first major polity to 
recog~lize the need to support multicultural research and archival 
worlc as part of the q~iality of life. Finalcia1 support represented the 
government's recognitioll of the changing population's light to 
equality of services in a multi-ethnic, multi-racial society. 

A fully autonomous organizatio~~ and non-profit 
corporatio~~ located in a co~lverted old mansion on the campus of 
the University of Toronto, the MHSO and the extraordinary and 
innovative nature of its mandate found friends and support from 
~nally individuals and e th~iocoln~n~~~l i t ies  interested in its work. 
This support would be a crucial factor in enabling the Society to 
build its oral testimol~y and lnaterial collections. The individual 
researchel; and the contacts that he or she could malte, formed the 

3 core of the research effort in both method and ethos.- 

Co~n~nuliity researchers and archivists - paid and volunteer 
- came from every age group. educational level and walk of life. 
Qualifications required of field I-esearchers included fluency in the 
language as well as Samiliaity with the history and present-day 
activities of the ethnocommunity with which they proposed to 
work. As well, a very high percentage 11ad advanced degrees in 
history or the social sciences. They tended to be either older people 
who had been active in the ethnoc~iltural life of their community. or 
recent university graduates whose commitment to their ethnic 
origins Professor Manley had revitalized and encouraged. 

Contract researchers 2nd volunteers were introduced to the 
Society's work and j~rocedures tl~rough orientation sessions 
conducted by the staff. The sessions were designed to acquaint 
researchers with the method and ethic of tape recordi~ig interviews 
as well as ,oathel-ing photographs and written matel-ials. 3 

The Society prepared boolclets on research procedures. 
111ost notably. 01x1 fi~stin~oi~j~ cri1c1 E11711ic. Stl/clies, by Professor 
Namep. Published in 1977, the guide was distributed in Canada 
and the United States for use by a n~i~llber of programs and 
~~niversity co~u-ses dealing with ethnocultural studies. This booklet 
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proved valuable as a p~imer. It outlined how best to take advantage 
of a revolutionary way of gathering material - material that would 
be extre~nely l~elpf~il in studying the sophisticated interior lives of 
ethnic communities. According to Har~ley, the guide was not 
intended as a fiill explanation or justification of so-called oral 
history, the oral tradition or even uses of the tape recorder. Instead, 
it describes "the study of ethnicity and the attempt to recreate the 
immigrant or ethnic alnbiellte as completely as possible."4 

111 the guide. Harney structured his topics for discussion in 
the fol-~n of a sinlple outline, not as a questionnaire or fixed 
template. Based on an early east or south European immigration 
model, the list of topics include: migration or the colni~lg of 
immigrants; settlement and neighbourhood; worlc and entelplise; 
ad-justment to life it1 Canada (as seen through cultural adaptation 
and the follnation of new institutions); religion and politics; as well 
as change and persistence i11 immigrant life. 

By 1979. alter only three years of operation. the Society 
had amassed thousands of hours of oral testi~nony in more than 
forty languages. It formed the basis of what was becoming the 
la-gest banlc of oral testimony related to ethnicity and immigration 
in North America. Early notable preservation projects include 
historian Irving Abella's interviews with Ontario labour leaders; the 
Delhi (Onttuio) collection of interviews with immigrant tobacco 
fa~nlers Sroni eight dill'crent etl~nocol~imii~~ities; the Mennonites of 
Kitcl~ener-Waterloo; a collection of interviews with Japanese 
Canadians; and recordings of the historical memory and Folliways 
of older Glengarry county residents. reminiscing about the Gaelic. 
Dutch. or Franco-Ontarian roots of the area. 

111 the next couple of years. operations were undertaken on 
a wide li-ont. Efforts we]-e concentrated in dif'erent areas of the 
pl-ovince and among different language and cultural groups. 
although a combination of both opportunities and urgencies may 
have led some areas or groups to receive more initial attention than 
others. By 198 1. as the Society balanced out its agenda. it 
successfiilly conducted research for the first time in the following 
communities: Austrian. Danish. Filipino, Melliite, Muslim. 
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Serbian, Siidl, Slovak, S1-i Lankail, Turkish, Vieinaiiese and at the 
Walpole Island ~ e s e r v e . ~  The work goes on. 

Today, through the generosity of people, the MHSO is home 
to over 9.000 horns of oral testirno~ly from over 60 different ethnic 
groups that now reside in Canada. The 'exliest expei-ience 
doculnented in the collection is from James Johnson, SL who 
immigrated to Canada in 1844. Other experiences include those that 
fall prior to, during and between the two World Wars: as well as 
those that fall duiing thc post-war period and lead up to modern day. 
About 85 to 90% of the testimony at the MHSO was recorded in the 
adopted language, English, with the intent of ~naking the stolies 
more readily available to others outside the immediate coni~n~mity. 

Oral history lias become tlle "face" of the Society. a sylnbol 
of the Society's willingness to welcome as valid xchival matelial 
the ~nelnories of the migrant, to develop serious working 
relationships wit11 the diverse co~nmunities that make u p  Canadian 
society. to embody the dignity of each pal-ticulx community and 
give its members their due as articulate historical actors. 

By exploring the collection li.0111 a bl-oad perspective. we 
can get a sense of IIOW Canada, Ontxio and cities like Tosonto we]-e 
built on an immigrant foundation. 111 1885. Canada was f3ooded by 
young men - sojourners - who 01-iginally came with the iclen of 
ret~~rrli~lg to their homelands. Many of these men would remain. 
Througl~ sweat and toil, some would create the infi-astructure of 
modern Toronto. They worlied in the factories: they dug sewel-s: 
they laid street railway lines. They gave birth to the city's industrial 
base. This occu~l-ed at a time when pensions were mre. worlier's 
compensation or provincial health insurance did 1101 exist, and 
~nachi~lery and other forrns of technology we]-e relatively 
'13rimitive'. New immigrants were at the mercy of big businesses. 
The Society has their stories. 

On a more intimate level. the oral collection has the ability 
to capture the unique essence of individuals and community 
groups. As we listen to the matel-ial. i t  is evident that some 
narrators are more fluent in their adopted tongue than others. but ~ 1 1  
have an ilnporta~lt contl-ibution to make towards the \vhoIe. In fact. 



when ~larrators started to look back at their testimo~lies. they could 
not believe the depth or substa~lce of the lnateiial that they had 
shared. They came to realize how 'extraordinary' they really were. 
They began to see the significance of the lives that they had lived. 

Through the collection. we have access to an insider's 
perspective 011 history. In examinil~g this history from the 'bottom 
up'. we 1ea1-n how people saw themselves: their countryrne~l and 
wornen; the 'promised land'; how they felt about one anothe~; 
i~lcluding their prejudices and misundersta~~dings; and how they 
felt about their own ethnic group and other ethnic groups. These 
sto~ies contain universal themes - providing for one's family, 
putti~lg a roof over one's head, as well as leisure. They show how 
people developed their psychic maps and how they evolved. They 
truly demonstrate that these so-called 'ordinary' follc were indeed 
historical actors - intelligent, reflective and not illiterate in their 
own languages. In this way oral testimony 'gives voice to the 
voiceless' and does away with the idea that o r d i ~ ~ x y  people are 
dumb or mute. 

The collection illustrates that immigrant ethnic groups x e  
not static bodies. They are diverse and changing. The social roles 
of people as ~ n e n  and women; labourers. homemaliers and 
~~rofessionals: husband and wife; mothers and fathers; sisters and 
brothers. etc.. each call-y with them their own perspectives. The 
oral testimony amassed at the MHSO manages to bling these 
perspectives to light. It brings us closer to the 'truth'. allowing for 
a richer. more complex inte1111-etation of history. 

The oral testimony at the MHSO acts as a f o ~ m  of 'checlcs 
and balances' to mainstream, WI-itten material. The insider's 
pessspective 01- viewpoint that is provided by the recordings 
efl'ecti\!ely acts as an antidote to inSolmation found in official records. 
It  allows the c~itical consumer ofhisto~y to 'take off' the blinders', so 
to speal;. Oral testimony mises new ways of reinte~yreting these 
nlainstrenm sources. calling us to looli at them again. 

According to Harney. the Society's oral tes t i~no~ly 
collection was to be viewed "as part of a whole deposit of ethnic 
and immigration sonrces ...."6 Successfill interviews c o ~ i d ~ ~ c t e d  by 



researchers at the Society aciually served to create the conditioiis 
whereby additional sources of ethnic history could be gathered. A s  
a result, two of the Society's three floors and basement eventually 
were stuffed with the other kinds of raw data. There, you could 
read the dixy of a tunl-of-the ceiltuly Jewish immigrant or a 
handwritten Fi~lnish newspaper, a sample of the "fist" press that 
circulated over fifty years ago.7 Other sources incl~ided: personal 
records. such as scrapboolts, diaries and memoirs; family 
photographs and docii~nents in the form of passports, vaccination 
certificates and me~nbership cards; records of religious institutions, 
social clubs, inutiial aid societies and political organizations 
coilsisti~lg of meeting ~lli~lutes and registers (i.e.. baptism. wedding 
and fi~nei-al); financial statements; commemorative pro, uranlnl es ; 
lists of members; conference records; news releases; buttons; 
insignia; logos; and other visual symbols. These are but the 
obvious materials. 8 

This evidence demonstrated that early ethnic commmlities 
had theis own world oi'letters; there was a life of the mind whel-e 
people rellected on their own experiences. Some members of these 
communities had gone to city archives and institutions to give them 
the documents they had created but their offerings were rejected. 
Those institutions' loss was the Society's gain. 

LOG FORMSIORIGJNAL CATALOGUE: The Society 
devised an initial means of organizing its wealth of materials. This 
would fo1111 the basis of its cataloguing system. Identification 
for~ns provided basic infonnation on all persons who donated or 
loaned \YI-itten. photographic. and oral matelials to the Society. 
Material submission reports accounted for ancl identiiied all forms 
of wi-itten matelials and photogl-aphs, whlle i~lteiview log foin~s  
accompanied all submissions of taped interviews. Ini'onnation 
co~ltaiiled on the Solin included the interviewee's name. the date on 
which the interview was recorded; the actual recorded time of the 
interview. as well as the place including the I'ii11 street address and 
the name of the city or town and location such as the interviewee's 
I~ome or office where the interview was conducted. Researchers 
were also required to give the language that the interviewee used 



throughout the recorded interview (noting occasional phrases or 
sentences in another language), the nurnber of tapes used or begun 
in the interview, and listed the names of any other perso~ls who 
were present during the interview (including their relationship to 
the interviewer or the interviewee). Finally, they summa-ized what 
the interviewee discussed, in the order it was discussed. 9 

TRANSCRIPTIONS: While cassette recordings were 
transferred to reel-to-reel tapes for preservation, transcriptions were 
frowned upon. According to Ha-ney: 

Tlze stlr~ly qf' et17izicih2 is at its best \~~Izeiz it 
crosses rli,sci~~liize.s. The tclpe ~-ecoider iiznj3 
garlzei- ~/sefi/I ~iz~rtei-ial f01- a ling~tisr, 
etl~izographei; ai~ci~fbllilolist, cl11c1 tr~~~~sci-ibiizg 
t~l1~e.s 11'oulcl destrojl large pal* of'tlze record 
jbi- theill. Iiz tlze $ltui-e, Izistori~111,s 11'I?o 
~[iz~lei-s1~7iz~1 et17izicih1 as historical l,i-ocess  ill 
burl-0117 Izea~~ilj~.fi-oiiz tlznse rii,sc~~liizes, ai7cl so 
tmi~sci-il~tioizs, like editiiz ), .see117s tc~ us cz 

iiii.slr.se cfoi-111 testiinoizy I b 
Release forms protected the donors and addressed the 

p~ivacy and access concerns of the individuals involved. Then, as 
now. the vast majority of oral testimony and material holdings has 
been dee~necl unrestlicted, thereby allowing any person or group to 
loolc at. cite. and quote from part or all of the material. 1 1  

Along with tlie continuing effort to collect sources, the 
MHSO would soon begin to cal-1-y out its mandate to enhance 
learning and interest in ethnic and immigration studies tliroiigli a 
variety of publications including P[~ljpIzo~zj'. the Society's bulletin: 
sc11ola1-ly occasio~ial papers. conference proceedings, and 
~~~onograplis: memoirs and autobiogi-aphies. 

The MHSO also put the stol:~~ back into hi.sto1-j~ through its 
use of 01x1 testimony in its changing exhibitions by and about 
Canada's diverse communities. Exhibit worli began with the 
production of Iiistolical display panels and posters for multiciiltural 
occasions sucli as C C / ~ - [ ~ I ) C I I I  in Toronto. Beginning in 1989. the 
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Socieey began to produce and circulate iis own exhibits such as 
Groniizg Cultui-es; Many Rillel-s to Class: 400 Yenia o f  Afi.icaiz 
Canadiaiz Histoi??; and, most recently, Rtlflectioizs: I~izages o f  
Cl7iilese Women ii7 Car7nrlcz which now elljoy a worldwide audience. 

The role of the MHSO as a public and civil institution in a 
pluralistic landscape, and the tsansfollnation of oral liistory and 
other material collections from sources of knowledge and 
understanding, to serving cultural integrity and public life would 
take a quantum leap in the digital age. Now at the click of a button, 
students and researchers of all ages from across Canada and around 
the world can come to the Society and move beyolid the borders 
and boundaries of the traditional liistory and social science 
cullicula. They call 1eul-n of the lnally lie~itages which contribute to 
our quality of life by e ~ l t e i i ~ ~ g  a virtual world, past and present, that 
is11't defined by borders or mountains. 

The year 1999 marked the launch of the Global Grrthei-ii7g 
Place, a visiollavy website and electronic leaning programme 
created jointly by tlie MHSO and the Centre for Instructional 
Develop~nent (ClTD) at tlie University of Toronto at Scarborougli. 
Allowing users to access the wealth of infollnation and resources 
housed at the Society, s tude~~ts  horn grades 7 to 12. as well as 
members of the general public, call explore i s s ~ ~ e s  oP identity, social 
inclusiveness, discrimination. citizenship, l i ~ ~ m a n  lights and inter- 
group relations. 

Project ofSspril7g would i~lclude the Ii7,spectoi- Relic 
worlishops. facilitated by Society volunteers a11d local elementary 
school teachers. wliicli used the rich oral history. photographic and 
documentary resources contained in the MHSO lib]-a-y and archives 
to m,&e history collie alive. Students were presented with artifacts 
Prom tlie past and were asked specific questions designed to guide 
them through tlie process of liistorical reconstruction and 
inte~pretatiol~. The goal of the activity was to allow students to glean 
the diverse expe~iences of real people throough their own voices. 

111 the spl-i~~g of 2001. a Poljphonj? digital website was 
produced with funds from Industry Canada. This award-winning 
website provides a great introduction to the roots of Ontario's 



cultural and human variety through a plethora of a-ticles, 
photographs and audio clips selected from the Society's bulletin 
and resource centl-e holdings. 

That same yeas, the Ontario Trillium Fouildation awarded 
the MHSO a generous grant to establish an innovative oral history 
~nuseurn and ai-ts center designed to encourage meaningful 
intergenerational and cross-cultural relationsliips through the use of 
tools such as listening, speaking, social interaction and 
engagement. The museum will serve to fill the need of educators, 
represe~ltatives of eth~~ocultural organizations and senior citizen 
groups for services and tools to assist them in addressing diversity 
issues in their schools and communities; addl-ess the gap in high- 
quality resoul-ce mateiials, pi-ogramming and experimental lear-ning 
opportunities that li~lly engage cliildren and youth, tl~ereby helping 
to fulfill the requirements of Ontaiio's new social studies and 
Ilistory cu~ricula; produce students at the elementary and secondary 
school level. in a peiiod of globalization. who ;u-e savvy and 
compassionate. interested and aware of the lives of people who are 
different from themselves; provide a timely. legitimate and 
eSfective way to reach out ant1 serve First Nation and Abol-iginal 
communities that depend strongly on oral traditions as essential 
communication and community-building tools; and help to 
alleviate some of the challenges of diversity such as co~n~nuni ty  
isolation and interethnic fiction by promoting cooperation and 
social cohesion. 

To create an appealing and effective environment. the 
MHSO will draw 011 innovative exhibition design and interactive 
technology. Five computer lcioslcs equipped wit11 interactive 
sol'twni-e will enable visitors to access. engage with. and generate 
welcome additions to the Society's sound archives. 

Not willing to rest solely on its tecl~nological laurels. the 
Museum will also sei-ve as a venue for wol-kshops. seminass. 
storytelling sessions, presentations, concerts and lectures. As well. 
more traditional display malerials that 'speak to the eye'. such as 
archival photographs with text. will also be installed in the space. 



Finally, the planned re-fol-malting and digitizing of the 
MHSO audio collection will ensure cost-effective portability and 
the quality and longevity of an i~replaceable treasure house of the 
spokell word. 

Oral testiinony has stood at the center of the Society's 
refinement of direction and mandate. It has helped to amend or 
expand programs which allowed the MSHO to crystallize our 
vision in which all citizens, and their descendants, I~ave an 
appreciation of oul- shared histories and access to the c~iltural 
products of all our peoples from this time forward. 
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