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This special Anniversary issue of Oral History Forum d'histoire
orale brings to readers the story of the founding years of the Canadian
Oral History Association, established in 1974. In this thirtieth
anniversary year, it seemed appropriate to capture the memories of those
who recognized a need and carefully built COHA to serve oral historians
in Canada. Some of the founders have provided wondrously detailed
accounts of the early gatherings. Wilma MacDonald, in particular, offers
a fact-filled, archive-based and fond personal account ranging from
discussions of purpose to celebrations of achievement. Denis Gagnon lets
us see how the COHA logo was "invented."

One of COHA's achievements is reflected here in Wilma
MacDonald's second article. "Aboriginal Peoples Oral Sources" offers
readers the first comprehensive listing of archived oral history collections
pertaining to native peoples, a listing geared to the Guide to Oral History
Collections in Canada compiled by COHA members and published in
1994.

A thoughtful article by Ronald Labelle recalls COHA's path from
then to now, offering insights and suggestions of importance. James
Morrison takes us back to his first encounters with oral history, tracing the
evolution of methods and techniques inside and outside of COHA. The
informed judgements in each of these articles lays the groundwork for an
upcoming feature of Forum, "The Sounding Board." We invite readers to
respond with their views on the many debatable questions which occupy
practitioners of oral history.

Ongoing thanks to Webmaster Ken Clavette of Ottawa for his
continuing work on the COHA website.www.ncfn.carleton.ca/oral-history.
Please remember to visit the website and renew your membership in
COHA. COHA members automatically receive each issue of Forum and
have access to useful links and information.
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The COHA gathering held at Brescia University College in
London, Ont., of June 1, 2005, during the Congress led to interesting
exchanges about projects in progress. We urge interested readers to attend
the upcoming international conference, "Oral History in Canada," August
18-20 in Winnipeg. More at:

http://www.hnet.org/announce/show.cgi?ID=146096

Presosved by
ﬁ@ms’mi of
History and Chake
in Gersnane
Canadian Studies

18-20 August 2005

The University of
Wirnipeg

Blaniobs, Canads
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Reflections on Thirty Years of Oral History in Canada

Ronald Labelle

The first conference I ever attended was the St. John's,
Newfoundland meeting of the newly formed Canadian Oral History
Association in October of 1975. As an undergraduate at Memorial
University, I was studying both folklore and history, and recognized oral
history as a natural link between the two disciplines. The 1975 conference
gave me the opportunity to discover the various approaches used in the
study of oral sources, and influenced my later career as a folklorist.
Whether studying traditional crafts, folk beliefs or folk songs, I have
always tried to relate people's traditional knowledge to their life
experiences and I have also tried to view folklife in its historical context.

The 1970s were a time when new approaches to the study of
human culture were being developed, and when cross-disciplinary
research seemed to be on the brink of blossoming, especially with the
emergence of the field of Canadian Studies. I embraced this movement
and saw oral history as an exciting field to be involved with. During the
past three decades, it is obvious that not all the practitioners of oral histo-
ry in Canada have taken advantage of the opportunity to join a formal
organization, and the result has been that the COHA has struggled through
the years. In fact, the association would not have survived the cruel decade
of the 1990°s without the dedicated efforts of a few individuals.

To answer the question, why has oral history not expanded as a
field in Canada, it is useful to go back to an article by Richard Lochead
based on a paper written in 1974. The title "Three Approaches to Oral
History: the Journalistic, the Academic and the Archival", (1) points out
both the inherent strengths and weaknesses of oral history. On the one
hand, oral history is an important research tool for people working in very
different spheres. Archivists carry out interviews to complete the
historical record to be preserved. Journalists carry out research on




8 Oral History Forum / Forum d’histoire orale

specific questions that provide historical insights with relevance to the
present. Academics integrate information gathered orally in an
interpretive framework centred on questions to be analyzed.

Lochead could have added folklorists as a fourth group of oral
historians with a specific approach. The best known folklorist to have
been extensively involved in oral history is Edward D. Ives, author of
The Tape-Recorded Interview. (2) Ives realizes, as do many folklorists,
that what people think happened in the past is often more important than
what actually happened, because we are influenced by what we believe to
be true about the past, regardless of the veracity of our beliefs. According
to Edward Ives, the oral history approach used by folklorists looks for
patterns in the narratives told about the past. (3) The oral account
therefore becomes a narrative genre on its own.

Here we are far from the archivist's concern with adding to the
historical record. The folklorist's approach to oral history can even be set
apart from all three described by Richard Lochead, because it is the only
one that is not centred on the gathering of information. To the folklorist,
the form the oral history account takes is inseparable from its content.
Perhaps this could be labelled the "formal approach". It is also an
approach that is shared by another group of oral historians, those with a
literary background. The best known example of these is Alessandro
Portelli, who holds a Chair in American Literature at the University of
Rome. Portelli's work entitled The Death of Luigi Trastulli and Other
Stories: Form and Meaning in Oral History (4) has attracted much
interest since appearing in 1991.

Referring again to Richard Lochead's article, the problem oral
history has had in affirming its status as a specific field of research is
related to the very different concerns of its practitioners. Journalists tend
to work on individual projects and rarely see the need to share their
approaches and experiences in an organization such as the COHA.
Academics, on the other hand, are constantly discussing their work with
their peers, but tend to remain within the confines of a specific discipline,
be it history, sociology, anthropology, linguistics or folklore. This leaves
the archivists. In order to understand the leading role played by archivists
in Canadian oral history, it is useful to think back to the movement that







