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Foreword

In order to produce greater balance in the contents and
schedule of the Association's publications, while at the same
time reducing printing and mailing costs, information on C.O0.H.A.
business and news of conferences, projects and publications have
been combined with in-depth articles in this issue of the Journal.
Two issues of the Journal under this new format are being planned
for 1978 in place of the single issue of the Journal and two or
three issues of the Bulletin which have been published in past
years. Comments on the contents and format of the Journal, along
with submissions of articles and information, are welcome so please
don't hesitate to forward them to me c/o Canadian Oral History
Association, P.0. Box 301, Station A, Ottawa, Ontario KIN 8V3.

Avant-propos

Avec ce numéro du Journal nous avons combiné aux articles
en profondeur les renseignements sur les activités de la Société
de méme que les nouvelles sur les conférences, projets et publi-
cations. Ainsi, nous espérons atteindre un équilibre dans le
contenu et la parution du Journal tout en réduisant les coiits
d'impression et d'affranchissement. Cette année nous comptons
publier deux numéros du Journal selon ce nouveau format; celui-ci
remplacera le numéro annuel du Journal et les deux ou trois numéros
du Bulletin qui &taient publiés antérieurement. Vos commentaires
sur le contenu et le format du Journal, et surtout vos articles
et nouvelles, nous sont d'un apport précieux; n'hésitez pas & nous
les communiquer au soin de la Socié&té canadienne d'histoire orale,
C.P. 301, Succursale "A", Ottawa, Ontario KIN 8V3.

Léo La Clare



Articles

SPEECH DELIVERED TO THE 1276 ORAL HISTORY COLLOQUIUM

by Bernard Ostry

Bernard Ostry, formerly Secretary—General of the National Museums of Canada,
is Deputy Minister of the federal Department of Communications. His speech was
delivered at the Oral History Association's colloquium held at the Chdteau
Montebello in September 1976. A revised version of the original speech has been
published in the Oral History Review 1977 whereas the French translation of Mr.
Ostry's address appeared in the 1976-77 issue of this Journal.

Oral History as a discipline is growing in vitality and respectability, so
that people like myself who used its techniques in the days when it was less
respectable (at least in academic eyes) are invited to address you as if we were
pioneers —-- which of course we are not. Everyone here was around when oral
history at best was thought of as a contradiction in terms, and at worst as some
kind of Freudian subdivision of the whole field of history —-- what the other
Freudian subdivisions were, I leave you to imagine. So far as the professional
historians were concerned oral history was something to do with dentists or the
Happy Hooker.

I think one can see why Oral History was looked on with suspicion. Memory,
as Aldous Huxley pointed out, is what we forget with. If everything that came
into our minds remained in the forefront of attention we should be overwhelmed by
it. And oral history could well seem to be defeating the blessed selectiveness of
human memory by trapping the fugitive word in a machine, sometimes with
bewildering effect, as in the White House tapes. The tape recorder, it's true, is
stupidly retentive; it lacks even the most elementary tact; it cannot delete its
own expletives, let alone observe the rules of evidence. And yet in the hands of
scholars and journalists who understand the techniques or oral history, this same
stupid machine, the tape recorder, has made a revolution in the gathering and
preserving of historical evidence. The wisdom of the past is clear: volat
verba, manet scriptum (the spoken word flies away, only the written word endures).
Now that nothing need fly away, historians confront a vast new store of evidence
-— and it's evidence of a kind that their training in the handling of documents
doesn't always help them to cope with.

The techniques of oral history are older than the recording machines that
have given them new importance. "When I was a young fellow, Dr. Johnson told
James Boswell almost exactly two hundred years ago, "I wanted to write the life of
Dryden, and in order to get materials I applied to the only two persons then alive
who had seen him. These were old Swinny and old Cibber. (Owen MacSwinny, that
is, and Colly Cibber.) Swinny's information was no more than this, that at Will's
coffee-house Dryden had a particular chair for himself which was set by the fire
in winter, and was then called his winter chair, and that it was carried out for
him to the balcony in summer, and was then called his summer chair. Cibber could
tell no more but that he remembered him a decent old man, arbiter of critical
disputes at Will's. You are to consider that Cibber was then at a great distance
from Dryden, had perhaps one leg only in the room and durst not draw in the
other."l




Dr Johnson's difficulties could be matched, I suppose, by almost any of us.
It may be significant to remember, by the way, that two hundred years ago the
distinction between scholar and journalist was not the yawning gap it's supposed
to be now. Dr. Johnson, the great lexicographer, was also the essayist of the
Idler and the Rambler. In the new discipline of oral history the journalists have
made contributions as important as the scholars, for this is a discipline (as I
shall argue a little later) which dissolves the barriers between hieratic and
demotic history. In more ways than one, it is a democratic discipline.

I have been asked to say something about the interviews I conducted for CBC
television's series First Person Singular and the Tenth Decade with the late
Lester B. Pearson and with John George Diefenbaker. One or two points may be
made. First of all, none of the interviews elicited much, if anything, that was
new in the way of historical detail or insight. One could even question whether
the interviews were the best evidence on the subjects discussed, since written
materials had priority over them in time. This was, and remains, a source of
great disappointment to me. The two series were themselves the modest outcome of
a much more ambitious project which I had proposed to the Canadian Broadcasting
Corporation in the years when I was Supervisor of Public Affairs for Radio and
Television. Originally we had hoped to produce a series — one in French for the
French network another in English — on the socio/political history of the period
in which Mr. Pearson and Mr. Diefenbaker had been the federal leaders. There was
to be one history for the whole country. An impressive team of English and
French-speaking researchers and writers were assembled and began work on the
project. However, after my departure, the proposal foundered and would have died
except for the determination of the appointed Producer of the series, Cameron
Graham, who tried to salvage at least what viewers ultimately saw. After the
former Prime Ministers had agreed upon their interviews they were asked to begin
to research their files and refresh their memories. Hundreds of hours of filming
followed, (some, during the trying days of the War Measures Act in the shadows of
machine-gun—-toting soldiers). The result, I am told, proved very popular. But
what was new? One evening, after an exhausting session of filming, Mr. Pearson
and I were having a nightcap together and I said to him that I was extremely
disappointed with the results of the interviews, that his statements to date had
added nothing to the public record. 1Indeed, I asked him whether, when the filming
was completed for the series, he would consider starting over, spending perhaps a
quarter of the time already spent but answering some fifteen or twenty crucial
questions about his major decisions while Prime Minister, the videotape to be
housed in the Archives under the rules of the day so that for the first time in
the history of the free world we would have the candid and reasonably honest
opinion of a political leader on the major events in which he centred, eventually
to set alongside the written documentation and interpretation of historians. To
my astonishment, he agreed. Unfortunately for us all, he was dead soon after. Six
months would have made the difference. Did he know?

However, what was new, and I think valuable, was the revelation of
personality —— and in ways which could not be reduced to writing.

I say "reduced to writing" advisedly. There is something reductive about
written history. The advantage of this reduction is intelligibility and clarity;
we are given the illusion of understanding what happened. What we lose is the
vast penumbra of doubt, the extraordinary untidiness and ambiguity of life, above
all the mystery of human personality. The television interview, even the sound-



tape interview, can lead us into the presence of this mystery. The truth of this
kind of history can be much more resonant and commanding than the truth of written
history. For, as Northrop Frye remarks in his recent book, The Secular Scripture,
"a writing culture tends to identify truth more and more completely with truth of
verbal correspondence "2 Telling the truth, that is, becomes more important than
showing it forth. The historian's quest for truth in writing his page could take
the form of a quest for the right adjective, and the confused reality of an event
may often be sanded down to fit the smooth contours of a flowing prose style.

When one is conducting a television interview one is seeking a different kind
of truth, the truth of personality. Not verbal correspondence, but the
correspondence of the image with reality. In this kind of interview the historian
conducting it is not the judge and jury of events. The audience is the jury and
as such, the ultimate authority on the facts.

In my own experience, when I collaborated in the writing of a facet of his-
tory, a biography of Mackenzie King,3 I discovered the authority that inheres in
a written record. But since the written record, the diaries of Mackenzie King
himself, was intended to influence the future interpretation of the events it
recorded, it was obvious that biographers should not regard it as the last
word.4 I certainly did not and one of the ways it could be and was checked was by
dozens of oral interviews with less partial witnesses, including many of those
with whom Mr. King corresponded regularly. This was an extraordinarily lengthy
if rewarding process and one, I am sure, I would have given up had it not been for
one curious incident. As a young student and teacher I came to Ottawa to examine
the various correspondence of Canadian political leaders that were listed as being
in the public domain by the Public Archives of Canada. I was shown every courtesy
and cooperation a Canadian scholar could have wished for. That lasted 24 hours.
The following day I arrived to find a clear desk where the previous day were piled
the letters of Laurier, Murphy and other cronies of the young King. I was told
there had been some terrible error and that I no longer could see anything
relating to King's career. 1 was 25 or 26 at the time and as conscious of my
rights as a citizen as any young post-graduate student of today. How I reversed
that decision is another tale but the incident burned into me a determination to
get at everything written down on the subject of my biography wherever it was and
to search out everyone who had had anything whatever to do with the budding
politician., And what I discovered over and over again was how lacking in meaning
was his written record without the special diversion which the memoirs of his
contemporaries brought to bear on his correspondence and diaries. The written
record was often accurate, it was rarely true.

I could tell other stories about that, as I could about interviewing Mr.
Pearson and Mr. Diefenbaker, but I do not want to lose this opportunity of telling
you about the work in oral history which has been going on for some years in the
federal government and in the National Museums, particularly in the Museum of Man
and its component the War Museum, though the National Gallery also makes use of
taped interviews., In addition, the National Museums provide funds to a number of
oral history projects in every region of Canada, as the federal government has
done through the CBC and programmes I have been personally closely associated
with, Opportunities for Youth and Local Initiatives Programme.



I should say that historical reconstruction is only one of the uses to which
the museums put oral data. The History Division of the Museum of Man and the
historians of the War Museum employ oral methods to complement documentary and
other evidence. But in the anthropological disciplines of folk culture and
ethnology the oral interview is used for much more than the gathering of
historical material, whether the questions are narrowly directed, as in linguistic
inquiries, or less structured, as in interviews intended to elicit an informant's
way of thinking or speaking.

As some of you know, a great deal of the work done by the Museum of Man's
Canadian Ethnology Service entails extensive interviewing of individual Indians
and Inuit, since the service exists only in order to study the people of these
groups. Our ethnologists try to work in the appropriate native language, since
one key to a people's culture is the terms that have been developed for its
institutions and special domains of interest —— for example, kinsh%p terminology,
and the vocabularies of government, law, medicine, ritual, subsistence, and so on.
Sometimes the object of research is the language itself, with the purpose of
writing grammars and dictionaries. And here the interviews are systematically
planned in advance. Often the interviewers will have formulated certain
preliminary hypotheses about speech, social organization, ecomnomic relationships
and the like, before they go into the field. Wherever possible the oral data are
recorded on sound or video tape and the Canadian Ethnology Service claims a
substantial archive of sound recordings.

Although ethnologists appear to sniff a little at the free-wheeling methods
of some oral history collectors, they concede that non—directed research has its
uses in their field too, especially in obtaining life histories, myths or other
narrative material.

Everything the Canadian Ethnology Service does in the way of collecting oral
data is influenced by the fact that its first commitment is to document native
cultures at a time when they are being changed drastically in the face of white
contact, and in some cases disappearing altogether. 1In the course of this work,
historical problems present themselves almost every day. Carefully used and
evaluated, oral traditions of native peoples can shed light on historical events.
This was demonstrated vividly in a paper by Gordon M. Day of the Museum of Man.
"Oral Tradition as Complement”,> as the paper was entitled, set the oral tradi-
tions of the Abenaki people alongside the written records in an attempt to
reconstruct what really happened when Major Robert Rogers and his Rangers
destroyed the Abenaki village of St. Francis in the year 1759, A sober
assessment seems to show that the event did not happen exactly the way Francis
Parkman and other English historians have told it.

The new historical evidence in this case, in the form of Indian oral
tradition, was turned up in the course of ethnological work, beginning with the
study of the native language.

Urgent linguistics have again been a feature of the Ethnology Service's field
research for the 1975-1976 season. Researchers spent two periods in the field,
three months over the summer and three weeks last February, both at the Six
Nations Reserve in Ontario, working mainly with Cayuga informants. The reserve is
considered the last and best stronghold for research on Iroquoian languages and






