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Foreword

at long last, Volume 4. No.2 of the Canadian Oral History Association
Journal.

Since its last issue, COHA held its 1980 conference as part of the Learned
Societies on June 2nd-4th at the Université du Québec & Montréal. Over twenty oral
history specialists delivered speeches and many more participated in the panel
discussions which reflected the ever-increasing range of oral history. Broadcasting,
publishing, and archives as well as the disciplines of history, sociology and folk-
lore were represented with internationally known Dr. Paul Thompson of the University
of Essex (England) supplying the keynote address.

The success of the conference also supplied much valuable material for the
Journal, and fittingly, several of the papers presented will be found in the pages
of the next two issues.

First and foremost in this issue is a look at a highly visible but little
understood aspect of oral history--publishing. In an article which delineates the
frailties of both the Canadian market and Canadian culture, Doug Gibson reveals the
particular ground rules he evolved to survive as Canada's most successful publisher
of oral history.

The widespread revival of oral history has caused several historians to
trace its origins to Herodotus, who is often cited as the "Father of History" for
his use of the technique. It is therefore most appropriate that a scholar of ancient
history, Allan Evans, examines how Herodotus employed oral history and proposes a
context for its evaluation.

Finally, oral history in the studies of immigration and labour is always
reasserting itself in new and valuable ways. Susan Papp utilizes it to contrast
the image and reality of post-1956 Hungarian settlement in Canada, while Jim Turk
finds oral history techniques a necessary resource to uncover how a major left-wing
union survived the onslaught of the Cold War.

All in all a full issue, and one which hopefully will be well worth the
wait.

Richard Lochead
Editor
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Avant-propos

Voici enfin le Volume 4 No. 2 du Journal de la Société canadienne d'histoire
orale.

Depuis la publication du dernier numéro du Journal de la SCHO, celle-ci a
tenu sa conférence 1980 de concours avec les Sociétés savantes, du 2 au 4 juin,
a l'Université du Québec & Montréal. Plus de vingt spécialistes en histoire orale
présentérent leurs communications, et plusieurs autres prirent part aux discussions
mettant en évidence une diffusion de plus en plus importante de l'histoire orale.
Des domaines tels la radio-télédiffusion, 1'édition, les archives et des disciplines
telles 1l'histoire, la sociologie et le folklore étaient judicieusement représentés
alors que la communication vedette était donnée par le renommé Paul Thompson, de
1l'Université d'Essex (Angleterre).

A nouveau, cette conférence a permis la création de matériel de valeur pour
le Journal et conséquemment, plusieurs communications présentées alors seront re-
produites dans les numéros a venir.

Dans ce numéro, nous abordons d'abord un aspect de l'histoire orale peu
connu mais tres répandu: la publication. Dans un article soulignant la fragilité
du marché canadien de 1'édition et méme de la culture canadienne, Doug Gibson nous
révéle les régles qui sont & la base de son succés en tant qu'éditeur d'histoire
orale.

Le regain de popularité de l'histoire orale a poussé plusieurs historiens
a en trouver les origines. Ainsi, plusieurs reconnaissent Hérodote, "pére de 1'His-
toire", comme étant le premier utilisateur de cette technique. Par conséquent, il
était fort approprié pour un spécialiste de l'histoire ancienne tel qu'Allan Evans
d'étudier de plus prés l'usage qu'Hérodote faisait de l'histoire orale.

Enfin, l'histoire crale s'affirme & nouveau dans les thémes tels 1'immigra-
tion et le monde ouvrier. Susan Papp s'en sert pour souligner le contraste entre
la réalité et l'impression crée par l'établissement au Canada, aprés 1956, d'une
vague d'immigrants hongrois. Pour sa part, Jim Turk trouve en 1'histoire orale une
source indispensable pour permettre d'expliquer la survie d'un syndicat gauchiste
d'importance lors de la Guerre froide.

En somme, nous avons avec ce numero beaucoup de substance; puisse-t-il &tre
a la hauteur de l'attente dont il a été 1l'objet.

Richard Lochead
Rodactour
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The Authors/ Les Auteurs

Allan Evans

Allan Evans is Professor at the Department of Classics at the University of British
Columbia and has recently completed a book on Herodotus. His paper, in altered form,
was first delivered at a joint session of the Classical Association of Canada and
the Canadian Historical Association in London, Ontario, in June 1978.

Doug Gibson

Doug Gibson is Publisher of the Trade Division of the MacMillan Company of Canada.
The editor of many successful books utilizing oral history, Gibson was recently the
subject of a laudatory article in the August 9th issue of Today magazine in which he
was described as the quiet editor who rescued one of Canada's great literary houses.
His paper was delivered to the conference of the Canadian Oral History Association
at Montreal in June 1980.

Susan Papp

Susan Papp is a research coordinator at the Multicultural History Society of Ontario.
A specialist in Hungarian settlement in Canada, she was the general editor of a
special double issue of Polyphony entitled "Hungarians in Ontario". Her paper was
first delivered at the Canadian Oral History Association conference in Montreal in
June 1980.

Jim Turk

Jim Turk is Associate Professor of Sociology at the University of Toronto and is
presently completing a book on the survival of the United Electrical Workers during
the Cold War. His paper is a report on the contribution of oral interviews to his
research and was first delivered at the Canadian Oral History Association conference
in Montreal in June 1980.



Articles
ORAL HISTORY: A PUBLISHER'S PERSPECTIVE

by Douglas M. Gibson

La communication de M. Gibson se divise en deux volets. Un premier volet traite
du processus de sélection adopté par l'éditeur de témoignages oraux. Les facteurs
clé en sont la capacité des récits de rejoindre un "marché" national mais aussi la
géographique du terme; la valeur historique des récits; la variété mais aussi la
constance logique du contenu; l'attrait de l'ouvrage pour un‘bouquineur occasionnel
et 1l'importance du "marché spécialisé". Certains autres facteurs entrent en ligne de
compte: la fiabilité et l'ardeur au travail de 1l'auteur; son talent d'écrivain et
sa volonté de "vendre" le livre; l'addition de photographies de qualité et surtout,
1'intérét suscité par l'histoire en elle-méme. Dans un second volet; M. Gibson aborde
la complexité du processus par lequel l'éditeur converti 4000 pages de transcriptions
en un livre de 400 pages. En plus de toucher aux difficiles guestions de procédure
et d'éthique qu'implique ce processus, M. Gibson dresse également, en terminant, la
synthése des problémes particuliers et des avantages gu'offre la publication de
témoignages oraux. . '

My discussion will fall into two parts. The first will address the question:
why does a publisher decide to publish this oral history book and reject that one
as unsuitable? The second part will deal in a very personal way with the practical
procedures that I as an editor have adopted for turning an oral history manuscript
into a book.

To start, let us assume that an oral history manuscript, or a part manuscript,
comes into a publishing house for consideration. What yardsticks will be applied
to it, what factors will loom large in the editor's mind as he decides yes or no?
Looming largest of all will be the simple guestion: Who will want to buy this book?
This simple, obvious question rarely has simple, obvious answers. Usually, life being
what it is, non-fiction manuscripts of any sort fall into either the frying pan or
the fire. Type A, frying pan books, are titles like The History of Fredericton, or
A Guide to Snowmobile Racers of Canada. They will appeal greatly to a small, easily
discernible market; the books will be in great demand in Fredericton or among snow-
mobile racing buffs and will be snapped up in those circles. But unfortunately those
circles are very small, too small to support publication by a sane publisher. A Type B
book is one that has great appeal to almost nobody but is of mild interest to a great
many people. A book on sleep for example, that breaks no new ground and produces no
exciting new revelations is a good example of Type B. An oral history example might be,
say, a book of people reminiscing about the most memorable weather conditions they've
ever encountered. The problems afforded by such a project are very obvious. It's a
book that you might leaf through with some interest in a doctor's waiting room but
vour mild interest is unlikely to be translated into such enthusiasm that you actually
buy the book. And that, I'm afraid, is the fate of Type B books if the publisher is
rash enough to accept them--they attract only mild general interest and achieve few
sales.

By now the independent thinkers among you will have grasped that the recipe for
a successful non-fiction book of any sort is to combine the best of Type A with Tvpe
3, that is, to produce a book that will appeal greatly to a great number of people.
And in Canada that means assimilating a basic political lesson very fast, that in
terms of our reading habits we are not one country (not even two), but roughly halfl
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a dozen, all fiercely independent and resentful of Canadian books from other regions.
If that sounds extreme, let me give just one example: Some years ago Harold Horwood
and Cassie Brown wrote a wonderful book about the 1914 Newfoundland sealing tragedy
entitled Death On The Ice. It received rave reviews. in places like the Washington
Post and The New York Times, it was published as a great sea story in places like
Britain and Australia, but you would have to be extremely persistent to find a copy
of a "Newfoundland book" like that in any British Columbia bookstore. And B.C. is

not by any means alone in this attitude; all of our regions treat books set in other
regions with unified suspicion.

A

The solution to this problem facing any Canadian book is for the oral historian
to make sure, if it is possible, that his or her book is truly national in scope.
I have instructed authors to make sure that their research covers literally every
province {and don't forget the Yukon or the Northwest Territories) so that from the
outset the book can be catalogued as a national one, dealing with the subject from
coast to coast. Suspicious Calgary booksellers can be reassured that, yes, there are
36 interviews set in the Calgary area, so the book is bound to be of strong local
interest, while the Halifax Chronicle-Herald will be persuaded tc run a review with
the news that the author spent two weeks in Nova Scotia and has devoted 40 pages to
the area.

All of this may sound very cold-blooded, but Canadian publishers have had to
develop a certain rat-like cunning to survive in our harsh publishing climate. Their
cunning tells them that bocks that are national in scope are likely to sell far more
than those that are not, so a study of Nova Scotia fishermen is likely to be rejected
as a publishable idea, while Salt Water, Fresh Water, a study of people across Canada
who make their living on the water (and of course the title itself is a careful attempt
to demonstrate range) will be snapped up, so to speak, by a publisher. So the author
engaged in developing a complementary rat-like cunning will know that publishers want
to be able to answer the guestion, "who will buy this bocok?", with the words "people
across the country”.

It's vitally important, too, that the book's theme sound appealing to that hydra
headed figment of the publisher's imagination, the general public. Here we are in a
purely subjective area, studded with all of the pitfalls that go with subjectivity.
But I am willing to stake my publisher's sense--and that of course is precisely what
publishers must do every day in the crazed gambling game by which they make their
living--that people find, for example, farmers more appealing and interesting, more
romantic in fact, than accountants. (Admirers of Monty Python's Flying Circus who
ascribe to Wilde's theory that life imitates art will be delighted to learn that the
Python sketch, "Why Accountancy Is Not Boring", has been followed, after a decent
interval, by a straight-faced series of magazine ads run by the Ontario Institute cof
Accountants showing what excitingly full lives typical accountants lead.) So that is
why we publish books like Remembering the Farm rather than My Most Astounding Audits.
Romantic allure clearly envelops figures like fishermen, ranchers, professional
sportsmen, loggers, pilots, policemen, journalists and many more, in the same unjust
way that it cansvicucusly avoids assembly line workers, olfice workers and the people
we used to innocently call housewives. In other words, the publisher weiching a

manuscript is looking for a hint of romance in the subject that will cause the
listener's eyes to light up when he hears that the book is about Canada's cowboys,
and cause him to look furtively at his watch when he heavs tnot the book 1o about

Canada's most fascinating accountants.

ALL of this is not to cay that the existence of a small, very specivicablv
interested mavket, in addition to the genceral wide intereost, s uanwelcoome, Nethiing



could be further from the truth. The shrewd publisher will be selling his book on
loggers to the general public saying that you don't need to know anything about
logging to enjoy this book, while out of the next quadrant of his mouth he will be
trying to sell it as the logger's book to the loggers' union or Macmillan Bloedel.
In other words, the size of the specialist or professional market (for example, of
farmers for Remembering the Farm) is a far from negligible factor for the publisher.

But when the publisher and his editors agree that a healthv market exists Ffor
a good book on this subject, the next guestion is clear. Is this, or will this
become, a good book? Here the publisher is looking for onekthing above all--an
over-abundance of excellent material. There must be an over-abundance because oral
history books live or die by the selectivity that has been applied to them; excellent
oral histories usually leave enough material for three or four pretty good books on
the same subject discarded in the waste paper basket. And in passing I might mention
that 10 to 1 seems to be the very smallest possible ratio that will produce a good
selection. If there is not an over-abundance the author must demonstrate willingness
to keep plugging away to provide that over-abundance, from which rigorous selection
can be made.

The character of the author should be discussed here. I know nothing of the
personalities of those assembled here, but from my knowledge of oral history I can
hazard a guess that you are all imbued with the Calvinist work ethic to an alarming
degree. For with oral history books, more than any other type of book that I have
published, the relationship between sheer grinding persistent lonely work and success
is clear, direct, and proportional. More than literary talent, more than luck (which
plays a distressingly large part in any book's success), it is sheer dogged persistence
that makes a successful author of oral histories. As any marathon runner will tell you,
you've got to put in the miles, week after week, if you're going to’succeed.

And, speaking personally, if I receive the merest hint from correspondence or
a&n interview that an author intends to do the bare minimum, and will go out and get
one more story instead of ten when he's told that the book is one story short, then
I leave him tc be published elsewhere. I want obsessives who are willing to go many
extra miles and to lose a lot of sleep to make their book as good as it can be, and
not merely good enough.

And on this rock, I might add, most oral history project proposals founder. The
author, usually not an experienced oral historian, believes that he has hit on an
easy, lazy way to produce a book. He plans to visit an old people's home in Toronto,
talk to 15 old people there, devote a 4000 word chapter to the words spoken by each
one and there, straight out of the tape recorder, you have a 60,000 word book, ready
in a month. And there vou have an author exiting from the 70 Bond Street offices of
the Macmillan Company wondering what went wrong.

A pubrlisher is not only looking for diligence when he wcighs a potential author
of an oral history, he's looking for a number of other gualities, the most important
ol which is honesty. Honesty, [ think, speaks for itself. & publisher must feel utterly
confident that he can trust this author to handle what may be very sensitive personal

material in an honest and entirelv responsible way. You have to be able to believe that
all ot the stovies he reports to vou are indeed true, and honestly and accurately
cported, with no contidences betraved. Obviously, this is vital.

Much less important, but a factor nevertheless, 1s the guthor's willingness and
deility to promoete his book., I'm yrieved by having to play the role of crass publisher

oo, but othe trutbh to that many peovle buy hardback non-fiction books not as a result






