et
L T

. - *.! . DOCUBENT RESUME .
BD 141 256 ’ L 95+ so 010 uz

, TITLE ‘. Cptions is Education, Progral No. 80, :say 30, 1977.

. Iearning from the Past: Oral-History.. Progranm- 4
Transcripts of a Weekly Series Broadcast by lelbet ///'
Stations of National Public Radio.

. INSTITUTION George Washipngton Univ., Washington, D.C. nst. for /
- ' Bducational Leadetship.. lational Public Radiq, /
. . washington, D.C. /
SPONS AGENCY Carnegie Corp. of New York, N. !.. Corporation f.oq/ . “
: Fublic Broadcasting, New York, N.Y.; lat}onal Inst.
of Education (DBBH), Washington, D,C. ’
FUB LATE 30" may 77 ° ‘

BOTE : . -20p.;, Not available in hard copy due to small type )

. sizo of original document . .
EDRS PRICE ar-so 83 Plus Postage. HC Not Available from EDRS./ ° "
DESCRIPTORS spducational Radio; Historiography; History; /

‘ *Interviews; Local History; *Oral History; Programing
Y . (Broadcast) ; Radio; *Social History; Tape -
' ; 'Becbrdinqs ' ' ) -

. ABSTRACT ’ )
The transcript of a National Public Radio 'Optiona in ‘
Bducatian' program explores the relationship of oral history to
traditionally written, documented hiatorl A number of kinds of oral-
bistcry are Ziscnssed, such as folk- telling, family interviews,
social history, and sound portraits. Program staff interview a
variety of individuals, including a 92-year-old pioneer from South
Dakota, an author of an oral history of Jews in the South, a
. folksinger who finds oral history in songs about slavery, a native
‘Mmerican vhose French great-grandfather joined an Indian tribe, and
an author of a boock about attitudes of working class women. The
transcript ccmbinés excerpts of intervievs with-these people with
analytical resarks about the nature of oral history. Among the
comments are that conventionally documented history represents only
fhe well-educated sector of a population, wvhereas oral. history allows
apy individual to express himself in @ culture where one of the most
oppressing sensations is being anonymous. Oral stories about one's o .
" past or one's family may not be entirély acchrate or true, but the . "
process of interviewing and talking is. good ‘because it promotes a 5 %
personal interaction among the particitanis and it reavakens pride in
one's ethnic backgtound. (AV) . .

-—'-—--».7a.,....4-.w . .t v-

CRREERERERRERIEI NSRRI RIRR AR AR RN IRIREIRRRRA A SR R R AR SRR AR AR SR AR R
* Documents acquired b; ERIC include many informal unpublished *
* paterials not available from other sources. ERIC makes every effort *
% to obtain the best copy available. Nevertheless, items of marginal -
‘% reproducibility .are often encountered and this affects the guality +*
* of the micrcfiche and hardcopy reproductions ERIC makes available *
% via the ERIC Locument Reprdduction Service (EDRS). EDRS is not *
* responsible for the gquality of the original document. Reproductions * N
* *
* *

supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made from the original. .
T L T P e e



https://BY-JO.83

US DEPARTMENT OF NEALTH.
EDUCATION & WELFARE

cop TERIAL BY .
v o o . NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF

ONLY Hal BEEN CRANT

S eoucation
Foocmbomnantens L - iR it
. 'vm:rmunuvl 0F SEQUEATION Lo Iv‘l.;!;so’:gl'w:?éx:otlon”m,m
EEmAERL o e e e
yom e et m',.'“m:){‘ i a K :!o.\‘:(uton P51 TION OR POLICY
’\'- ER ‘:l;: .' - -
O ;%L  OPTIONS IN EDUCATION . _
£ PROGRAM TRANSCRIPTS OF
] A WEEKLY SERIES BROADCAST BY -
2 MEMBER - STATIONS OF
[r NATiONAL PUBLIC RADIO
/A
p iR
HE .
o I
Lo / " .
{1 ' *
(o |

A CO-PRODUCTION QOF NATIONAL.PUBLIC RADIO AND THE
INSTITUTE FOR EDUCATIONAL LEADERSHIP OF THE GEORGE
. WASHINGTON UNIVERSITY. .PRINCIPALLY FUNDED BY THE
NATIONAL INSTITUE OF EDUCATION. ' ADDITIONAL FUNDS
/ PROVIDED BY THE CORPORATION FOR PUBLIC BROADCAST-
ING AND THE CARNEGIE CORPORATION OF NE‘WXORK.

Wi
i

.
)

Pmtll 480 LEARNING PROM THE PAST: ORAL HISTORY

S0 010.142

\

May 30, 1977 ‘




.

.

. | ] .
§ ' N .
.
. . : ¢ .
T \ ) TAOLE; OF ICONTENT .
v U 5 " Page
THE mmnu:s OF 3 num.v ORM. HISTORY - Du ard Holmes Tells
. of Home ° ) L
STUDS ‘TERKEL, Broadcaster & Author, On Colleodirfy the Memorjes -
Of 'Ordlnary People” - i 1 2-3
MORE WITH DURWARD HOLMES ’ . “" o ©i-4
' i o
* ELI EVANS,.Author of "The Provincials,” An Ora} History of Jews
in ‘the Soutk J ‘ . , 4-6
. o
amrcx ‘REAGAN , Storytollor & Pon;unqer with 8 e-Sonql from
. Slavery 6-7
T
STEVE ZEITLIN, Puuy Polklorht. Smithsonian Irfstitution, Tells
Ways of Regording Youx Family's Hidtory & Givds A Few Stories 7-9
MARGARET YOKUM, Polklorist : e - @-10
' ADRIANA NEUSMA - Ninety-Two chr o1d SOuth Dakotgn Pioneer o’
‘l'.lkl Of The Old Days * 10
PIOUS KRAPT < Talks Of The 'Crouinq over® 10-11
mm DAVIS, A Native Ameritan Tells How His Gfeat-Grand-
* ' father, A Frenchman, JSined the Turtle Mountai = 11
NANCY SEIPER, Author of "Nopody Speaks Por Me" Talks AboGt The
Working Class \kncn & Their Values Peatured In Her Book 12-13
= DR.” ALAN SMI‘R Chairman,’Clemson Departaent‘-o H
hno On Oral History .Reliability & Accuracy 13-14
* THE REGIONAL ORAL HISTORY LIBRARY - UCLA, Berke - Mimi Stein,
Libra Interviewer, Discusses Gathering Usef Oral
Histories . 14-15
USING ORAL HISTORY TO TEACH CREATIVE WRITING - Prpfyssor Kim
ollege * 16

Townsend Discusses His Novel Approach at Amher"t

.

I ]
"Copyright (© 1977 by National PuBlic Radio
& The Inssitute for Bduqtional Legdership.”
-
A d ,
/
‘ '§
. % . )
y X ’ A
L /S ’
WMM i i I S l" T =
. A ! .
; AL . [ .
v ¢ ‘ L
* *




I was born in 1885 in an old shack in Campbell County, South ' |
Dakota. ", K .
* Of course, I was ahe oldest in the séhool, and I had to come / . ‘

. out early in the Spring, and com# back late in the: Fall when
school lets out. We only had at that time - we had a school-
house that was built in 1904 here, and we had two rooms there,
but aometimes we only had one teacher.

When my grandfather slipped the ring on her finger, it was
the first time they'd ever touched, a story that-all the &
family remembered.

MERROW: I'm John Merrow. , ) |
BLATR; 'I'm Wendy Blair, and those ar® bits and pieces of some histories
you v?n't find in your high school history textbook.

MERROW: Maybe thag'n not i'eally history. After al,l, it was just ordinary
people talking about things timat happened to them,/talking about what they .
remember as’ important. /

N . /
BLAIR: It's called “Oral History."

MERROW: This week on OPTIONS IN EDUCATION, _wei/g plunging+into that debate. .
1s Oral History really history? Can you tru.y people's memory? C
«

DURWARD HOLMES/ ' . RS
—_—7 -~ Y

I don't know if you can’ hear thosg‘sounds or not, clearly.

But I'm down by the rlve; and it/s dark, and I'm listening

to the sounds from the swahp. THe frogs crying for rain, ]

‘a there's a southedst wind blging the water up into the

bayous and canals. 1It's quiet,/and closer to the time in

feeling that you want me to talk about for your report. .It ,

goes back a long, long way, and the more I think about those

times and days, in material things, rough? Yes. They were.

We didnh't have too much, but.what we had we enjoyed. And

we were proud, of what we werd as individuals. An accomplish-

ment like notoriety or international acclaim wasn’t it. It

» was whether or pot you could load a wheel barrel fuller than
agyone else and move it. {ust proud qf what you did day to
day and well. ;

BLAIR: That's Durward Holmes, who lives in Mobile, Alabama. That was

from a tape recording sent to his daughter, the beginning of an oral history

of their family and the Great Dgpression in Coosa County, Alabama, .

MERROW: People all over the country are using tape recorders to capture and
preserve family stories. Since the phenomenal success of Alex Haley's book
and television series about his family, "Roots" has become a household word.
But are roots -,yours and mine - really history?

. . [
BLAIR: Henry Pord said, "History 1s bunk.” He meant we should concentrat€
on today and tomorrow.

.




MERROW: Ther® are a lot of students who think history is boring, just
memorizing names of ‘kings and presidents and dates of battles® and .treaties.

BLAIR: ‘ And there are academic, traditional historians who say ‘thet ou{
history is bunk because oral historians don't gheck out facts. They don't
abide by the rules of evidence. They're judt glomified gossips collecting
=trivia. % ¢ . .

i - - < . ¢ ‘
MERROW: , The com\'oversy over oral history often comes down to 4 'question of
vhich camp you'ré in -- pro-Studs Terkgl or anti-Studs¥Terkel. @

. W\

. stups Nrues '

{

TERRBL:?’I was’ simply gathering thoughts of. people, talking to people who
had never been’asked about their lives before - thei feelings, what the
wlllpn:g is that makes them, their grievances, their dreams. Naw, these
are call in a sterectypical fashion “"ordinary people.*

BLAIR: That ¥s Stads Terkel, Chicago '‘broadcaster and author who's been

‘ collecting the memories of ordinary people for yqars. -Historians say that

') Terkel doesn't let you know what questions he asks to get his responses.
Or he has no valid sample technique. g
MERROW: His' defenders say he's dogyng derious social history by giving a
voice to people who've been silenced and omitted from past histories --

ethnic groups, working class people, women, Native Americans, even corporate
executivesd. o

BLAIR: Terkel disengages himself from controversy by saying simply that
he is not an historian - oral or otherwise. He talked with Scott Simon in

\
1 discovered, during my adventures with the three books, Hard Times, about
the Great Depression of the Thirties, Working, about people# attltudes
towards their jobs4 the Pivision Street Wr?ca, thoughts about people in the
large cities of ‘America - tnat eacn person 18 wnolely different, and, thys,
each person is extraordinary. And that when you talk to the non-celebrated
people, there's something very exciting when they open up. If they-feel you
are really listening, and, as they op¢h up, and as they talk about their
lives, talking about things they've pever talked about before to yone,
not even their closest friends o mvfnbers of e family, sometim you play
back the tape'recorder to the persoh who had ver been taped before, and
the person says, "I'd*like to hear/ what I sound like." And, after a moment
of listening, that person, man or/ woman, might say, "I never knew I felt
that way before.” Well, that's A revelatory mqgment. I call-that epiphanal,
really. .

SIMON: Do you sit down with’/the trluckdriver and, say, talk “about the Bears
or White Sox to begin with pBecause ‘you think somewhere that that's some>
thing that interests him? . .

TERKEL: Nq. That might ‘be patronizing, see. It would depend on the person.
1'd sit down and maybe talk about childhood. No. I wouldn't do that. Each
one is different. . If a guy is interested in the Bears, fine. But not just
because he's a truckdriver.  What's it like sitting ip that truck 24 hours,
or an 8-hour day, going cross-country, whatever it is. He says, "My kidneys.
Oh, my God, my kidneysg, or my hearing.? And, then, he goes on to other
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_things - the“humiliations, the fears, danqerc. and the brutishness of which
mtt-n he's guilty vl;hon: realizing it. This rdises a big question -
and this’'is a big one! ~ Does one have to experience the agony in order to
understand that person, the ocher person s agony?

+ SIMON: One of the lhiutlom of convenﬂonuly documented history in
journalism, according to/ Studs Terkel, is that it's so frequently the well- ‘-/4
““oducated speaking with the well-gducated, the wimners with other survivors.® -
Yormgsters, he thinks, cn,uy qrov up without understanding their parents
as human beings. ! 'Y '

TERKEL: Kids k uothinq about the bopreuton. .They weren't told what it

was like by thefr parents. They knew, as history books tell them, sevelt

was elected fouf times, millions unemployed, a war. breaks out, prosperity.

_That's-all they[ know. They didn't know what it was like to be humiliated,

‘what it was 1iKe to be fearful - Where is the next meal coming from? - what

it is ‘to stand |[in line like a bunch of Alaskan dogs, 3 thousand guys applying ~

k- for five jobl. You know yhy the parents never told them that?

st : *

SIMON: ) It bu . i 5 -

TERKEL: - A sense of shame - because thef\- and here is one of the sadder

things -~ bhlamed themselves. They hadn't questioned society. What went

wrong with the machinery? Something's wrong with mé becausg I'm not working.
= K

SIMON: Por’ a time, at least, it'n' possible under the best of interviewing
.- 'ircumstances to be listéned to, and to know that your words have weight,
Por lattoml Public Radio, thu is Scott Simn 1n Chicdgo.

BLAIR: 8tudl Terkel is’ not an historian - at least that's what he says.
But his books have made many peaple feel that we can all be historians -
especially of our own family. Let's go back to Alabama now, and Durward
Holmas' story aboat Coosa, County and a man named Os Gamble.

MORE WITH DURWARD HOLMES

HOLMES: 1 remember vividly a case where one of his many chndr - hﬂad
several - was accidentally killed by a neighbor's boy. The boy name “das

. Breedlove, I believe. Anz he thought it would really be funny cp circle a
shotgun shell and take the shot away, and then fire the blank at' this boy,

v and frighten him. But someone forgot to tell him that the wad from the
‘shell was equally lethal, jand it blasted a hole in the boy's stomach, and*
ho died almost immediately. There was no law suit. There was no problem-
PFatween the families. There was a shared sorrow that something had happened
*hat should not have happdned. And everyone shared their grief with the
Gamble family and with th¢ Breedlove family, and other than a few minor
incidents with children saying, “"There's the boy who got a boy." - nothing
happened. ,And this was p,etty much the way the times were.

| -~
This time, I guess was about 1931, .maybe '32, somewhere¢ dround that
. period, the deepest part ¢f The Depression. 1I'm remembering right now a
very painful thing that happened for your Uncle Ebert. He was deep in love, *
or infatuated, with-a little girl in the neighborhood. I think her name was
Leona Jenkins. But we had at the church a box supper, and at the box supper
the girls secretly made x lunches, tied them in pretty ribbons, and these
waze auctioned off at thdchurch to raise money for the church. This was at

3




Grimes Chapel, which was named after your grandfather. And every girl let

the boy that she was interested in know somehdl.the secret of what she 'had
done to mark’the.lunch. And E.B. was aware of thp ribbon that was-on Leona's-
‘'box, and he was bidding'desperately with all he hjd against another fellow
\there in the church on.the night of: the box suppet. I think the bid was’up
to-abous 35¢, which wad almost urnheard of for a- b lunch to go for. And

Art sunvlna slammed the door to the.church open, and he came in with a
bullwhip in . His leqgin's and he swung down, and he looked up and he saw

the pretty box, and he said, "I'll give 50¢ And, ‘of course, my brother,

1 think, had 4r?, and that wiped him out; a;?d ever'ybody else. And Art bought .
the lunch, and took it and left, and went hdme to hia wife. And left E.B.

and Leona with a'broken heart . .

MERROW:, Is that story by Dunurd Holmes oral histbry, or just family trivia?’
BLAIR: A social, historian might see .orr;e significant themes in it. The
South is known u one of the most violent and poverty’ atncken sections of
the country, ’ W

MERROW: But > 40 we know whnher family dtorles are true ormot? One
author, E'! ®varg4, doesn't think the question is important. He thinks all

of us could Mneht from asking ,our families about the past, and he tells us
how to do it. .

\

EVANS: I1f you aet stuck, pull out zhe fami‘}y ‘albums, go throwgh the

.

ELI_EVANS

pictures and talk about the people in’the pictures. Ask them about tf\e kind®
of clothes they wore the first ddy t.hey went to school, ask about the'sad
things - the wars, and what fynerals were like. And I think, in the end of
;thu process, pecple will have a rich interchange between the family on whlch
‘they can build on relatiohships that can come out of oral history. e
J 2%
BLAIR: Eli Evans, author of "The Provincials," an oral hin:ory of ,Jews in- "]
the South. He talked about the South and oral history with Jo Ellyn Rackleff.
. § . .o 4
EVANS : Thé South is more conscious of its history maybe than any other °~ ¢
section of the country because its history is so tortured and so poignant,
and on the part of Blacks and whites so real. The-South. is defined by its
history, & captive of it in pany ways. One thing that is true, though, the
South has an incredibly rich oral tradition. It, of course, has a rich o
‘written tradition, too, but that's another story. But Blacks passed on the
history we now know, the history of their own people and of their own past
from generation to gemeration in an oral style. +And’ so much of white story-
telling in tLe South is interlackd with language. For interviewers, for
* people interested in oral history, the Sputh is just a.rich, rich qold mine ¢
of activity and 'stories and wonderment. |When you grow yp in the Bible ‘Belt
Jewish, T think in'many ways what I'was {loing was a search very much like
many other .writers have undergone which }s.a‘search for their own roots -
something which is very mulh alive im America today from all people. Alex
Haley, in sore ways, is the most celebrated example, but he is an example
in a train ot history, really. He is not a sort of a bubble ‘that burst
suddenly on the scere. The search for rqots in this country among writers
has been going on for many, many decades And I always .felt that aom;where
in between those two streams of fjistory, Southern vnt!nq ‘and Jewish




. . .
‘literature from the North, there was a book to be written, and it'was/a book ,
© on Jews iff the South - growing up in this, if I can put it this way, Ahig
uyltcr!oun underland of America, where, you both belong and gon't belbng.

. And, then, 'sometime in the late Sixties. a cousin happen J tp.be
PR -ovinq, and she fqund this little, yellovtnq, typed manuscript, which was
.. 100 .pages of my grandmother's oral history. ‘I began to read it, And 1 was

jusg struck down by it. Here was this briliiant womtan, really, falking about
. growing up in the Easteen North Carolina tobacco belt in the 191 ‘s, '1920's,
yunning this little store ih a town that ‘Had nine Jewish familjed in_ it.
The thing just bristled with quofes. Quotes like, "The lonely dfys were
S}lhdl,l. You know, Sundays when everyone else in town went off.|to church,
and we'd sit there at the top of our store and watch_them." And just these
poigpant, wonderful -torien how when my grandfather al the §ing on her
4 finger, and'it was the first time they'd ever touched: how' he'd ided they
would have the first movie house in this little town, and invitpd everybody
in town because they were very progressive people, 'and they stafted this
Charlie Chaplinrmovie, and all the lights, in town blew out!. A gtory tHat
alil the tamly remembered, and it was impo(thnt-

. B

Well, the rooscm I» va- Lelung mu story is that my gfandmother's
‘written, ogal histéry - if I «cdn put it that way --triggered irf me a powerlul
bridge tQ the past. This was a rich story.of American 1ite th4t hdd never
been told, ,and as I began to pnterview, I suddenly realized that my grand- .
mother's story which I had- nog\\,p«{ally thought of as relevant whs relevant, A
and that the one.way I could éonmy to people the experience gf growing up '
JewisH in the South was to write about myself, to interview m: parents, to
write my own story, to alterhate those chapters with the *histpry of -Jews'in
the South, and by doing that I.could convey tQ the reader sone sense of what
the 'experience was 1fke for ¢hree qenerntxonl -0 :

ntérviewing ‘my parents, as an interviewer, vn real one of the
prqfoun dents of my life. For one t tnq, one had to ‘organizeé\ such an - /
interview, \ One had to ‘think about family trees and relatives, and the &ovn
- «my parents grew up if, the lives that they had led. And‘I found myself ,
. ,lntorvlwlnq them, and, asking questions that I would néver have asked a® a
son, and ‘the very fact that .l was recording the hucory really excited them,
, and galvahized a lot of interaction betweepg.us. SO, the.stories we heard,
I thigk, were much different than the stogfes wa-would have. haard had sthey
been a casual conversat £on

.,

t

‘ + 1 haen't been Ln analysis, but a lot of 'people have. Apd nuch of.
psychoanalysis focuses &n the relationship with your parents. But what people
don't focus on is the re¢lationship of your ‘parents with their parents, Wwhich
is where their qualitiés come from. And I found out, somehow very comforung,

\ that my grandmother wag véry ambitious, very omamzd She had to be ‘She
hud nh)n children to’ contend with.

MCKLZPP: I1've iooked at a lot of books just in trying to decsde what Lo

- tdlk about.on this thing-called oral history, which is getting biqger by the

moment. And, at first, when I started reaqu them, ‘I was so moved b{ thinql,
* things that I thought were like my family, and ultimately, I started feelimg

! kind. of ‘empty about it, and I was thihking what drdma is there in my Ufe. s

As you said/ the immigrant story is sc dramatic. But if oral history does
. anything, it ought to.make you feel that your life is ‘important. So, if |
you'te situing in a s{uburb outside of Atlanta, what dé you have to pau on? *

4 3 @ ' .
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EVANS:  You know, I'don't think oral history is necessarily just a recountxng
of' facts about people. I mean, ‘the important thing about it is what feelings
werq, what cmot!ons wera, what was it like, what was that era like.

MERROW: Eli Bvans, author of “The Provincials’,” an oral history Sf Jews i
the South.

«

("THE GRAY GQRSEY sung by Bernice Reagan)

" i BERNICE REAGAN

BLAIR: ‘'That's anpther kind of oral hi;t an, a storyteller, or folk singer.
Her name is Bernice Reagan., The song, "The Gray Goose," is a sdbrt of allegory
about slavery.and freedom, a mixture of African and Christian cultures.

Bernice Reagan visits schools, bringing with her African customs and spiritualn
from che duya ot slavery in Americd'.

REAGAN: Okay. And by this time we have an lndxcagion that the preacher} he
wanted the gray goose .for his dinner. when he couldn’t qég\hxs gray goose for
his dinner, he got mad and says, "Well, if I can't eat yah,\at least my hogs
will eat yB8u." Right? [ : \ s T

' STUDENT: Yeah, whatAou said was, "A hog would eat anything ¢

_REAGAN: Yes. That's right. Throw him in the hog pen because a hoq uould
eat anyth&nqb Did they let the gray goose go?

STUDENTS: No.

REAGAN: No. He really go® serious. , He said, "If I can't eat yah, my hogs
can't eat yah, I'm going to fix you. wWhat happened.

STUDENTS: Broke the saw's teeth out. &

REAGAN: Broke the saw's teeth out. And then? And what are goslings?

STUDENTS: Baby geese! .
.

REAGAN: Hight. The best way to prove that you still exiat is to be able to
reprdduce. So, the goose not-only showed that he surv}ved and was not the
preaghet’s dinner, the goose had some babies to show that he was still a
functioning goose. Okay. This next song also comes from slavery. Now, when
Black people got to this country, most of the people who had settled this
country practiced a certain religion. What was the religion?

STUDENT: Christianity. »
REAGAN; _-Thristianity was basel on what bogk?

STUDENTS: The Bible. ; .
REAGAN: The Bible, right. Now, as Black people began to learn about
Christianity and especially this book, they became attracted to certain
stories in the book, and they made up songs about the stories. The songs -are
called 'Spir&tudlg Now, I'm going to do you one of those spx;)tuals. and
then we'll talk about it as I do it.

('SOng of Danjel," a Splritual, sung by Bernice Reagan)
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,and try to identify trends in the way we ull do things as a nation of N
families. :

- "“ K
,.MCKL!PPI My next question ‘\us Joing to be -- Who cdres about all these

MERROW : Bernico Raaqan just demonstrated that oral historyeisn’t nev .
‘lhou mng- are hundreds of years old, and. they re more than entertainment.

~
BLAIR " most important ‘oral historjes were probubw put-to music -
parti rl n cultures where there Were no -books and few readers - Amertcan
slavery, ample.

MERROW: Today, oral history ends up wrigten. 1It's recorded and transcribed
and edited by folklorists who collect all kinds of family sayings and stotiu

STEVE ZEITLIN .
v

MAAS When my grandparents came to Morlca. they brought their parents
with them, and my great-grandfather was an old man, and when Napoleon was
retreating from Russia, he had driven Napaleon's coach, and he ‘had seen
Napoleon himsel¥, and being a good old Germah,' he hated Napolepn withsa
Germanit ‘pasgion. And he reémembered the plume that Napoleon's hat had - it
came up over his head. Anyway, anything hawing to do'with Napoleon . .

BLAIR: Mrthur Maas of Gregenbelt, Maryland, tqlking mith family folklori.t
Steve Ioltun of the Smithsonidn Institution Rere in Washington.

MERROW : zﬂtlln goes into-people's homes and asks thel how they celebrate
Christmas or Passover, and what they do on birthdays and funerals.| He
talked Nlth Jo znyn Rackleff about oral history and family folklore.

urﬂ.xu: The stories that people tefl in their {amulel, which we 'take 8o
much for granted, are actually a part of a folk literature of America. And
I'm trying to‘'put together a coliection of family'stories and to try to see
the patterns in family stories. They differ somewhat from oral history in a
number of respects. “The most important one, perhaps, is that in trying to

get at what the patterns are that we put into our stories, as Americans and

as human beings, we're not 80 concerned with what the accuracy of &ny given
story is.

storiep besides you and me? And do you care about my !amily's stories? *

And why collect them?

ZEITLIN: One of the classic jokes about.this kind of thing is that poople
never like to watch other people's home movies. And one of the things that
we did as part of the program is that we put togkther a documentary about
home movies which just really showed - it took like the home movies of five
different families, all with the same scene in them, and showed them to
people, and people, were transfixed by it.. I mean, people were so fascinated
by.the fact that these home movies really seemed to say so much about other
people.

RACKLEFP : what was the fcene you picked?

flITLIN: Oh, ‘we picked a rfumber of them. One of them kids splashing tn
q plastic pool, and playing in the snow, and birthday parties.

RACKLEFF : It's doing kind of two things: H"you listen or read stories ¢ "
that you collect, you get a feeling that you're a part of the nation, that

‘ .10




a4 You fit in, that you've splashed in thie pool,.'and, on the other hand, if
you're telling a historian, like you, a story, it says to you, "I'm lmportarit.
I'm as imgprtant as President Nixon because I've tried my best,.and I've
lived a good life." 18 that part of it? &
. ZEITLIN: Yeah., Very much’ ‘'One of the things we do in talking to people is
that we just give them a chance to kind of express themselves in a culture
.| where one of the most oppressing sensations is being so utterly anonymous.
Almost all Americans were immigrants to this country. And one of the most
common kinds of family stories, and ‘the furthest back story that people tell,
‘is often."how they J.gt the old country to come to America."

RACKLEPF: Tell me a couple of your favorites. o
EITLIN: Okay. 1It's the story of a crossing out of Eastern Europe, a
rder-crossing story. It comes from a Jewish family that was escaping from
Russia, and there were two people who were trying to escape, one of whom
happened to look very Russian, and the other one who didn't, who looked a
litt)e bit more Jewish, and they were brothers. And they were on the train
together, and they were trying to get across the border. So, one of them
said to the.other, "You go across the border with the baggage, and I'll
distract the guard at the border." And, so,, this man's brother started across
, the border, and the other guy started chatting with the guard, and he said,
"Well, what's it like out here duarding the border?" He said, "Yeah, it's
a beautiful night," and he's trying to distract the guard. And, finally,
the guard says, "It's terrible the number of Jews that try to cross the
border.” And this man says, "Well, you know, what do you do if you see a
Jew trying to cross the border?" And the guard spys, "I shoot them pn sight.”
And, so, the man says, "That's terrific. That's exactly the.best thing you
can possibly do." »

RACKLEFF: Meanwhile, his brother's Creepi;\g o ‘

ZEITLIN: Meanwhile his brother's creeping across. 'But, all of a sudden,
the guard looks over and.-he sees this man's brother crossing the border, and
he starts to raise his rifle to shoot the man, and, so, his brother looks at
the guard and says, "look. Give me the gun. Let me have a chance. I mean,
you're here all the time. You can shopt Jews any day of the week.” Let me
have a chance to shoot him." And, so, the guard gives him his gqum, 'and he
hits the guard over his head with his own gun, and then the two of them

cross the border together.

RACKLEFF! That's a great story. 1 see what you mean. A folklorist can't
be too concerned with accuracy. : B i

ZEITLIN: Right, right. Maybe it is accurate. I don't know. That's the
kind of story that's probably been greatly exaggerated, if it ever was true.
But that's sort of the furthest back story that they tell because’ it's

where the family history began. And one interesting_fact teo us is that

Alex Haley, in his articles and’ lect{rn—uhere he talks about how he came to
write "Roots," talks about sitting at his home in Tennessee and listening to
his grandmother's stories, and the furthest back story that was passed down
in his family was how Kunte Kinte went out to chop wood in Africa one day )
and he was caught and brought into slavery. And the story of how he’'came to
America was the furthest back story in his family, too, as different as'that.
experience was from the immigrant experience. You're still having the
furthest back story being how the family got here in the first place.

.

11 | v,




RACKLEFF: $o, 'there's holiday traditions and crossing-over stories, and
what else? | g
ZEITLIN: The list goes on. I gmean, one of the things that we're fond of, !
the forms I'm fond of, is family expressions. And everybqdy has these in
‘thdr family. One that was told in my famply is "Jumping Off The 15-Story
Window Por The Breeze On A Hot Day."

*  RACKLEFP: [¥ou mean, they were desperate for air?

ZEITLIN: Well, the idea was whenever you're overdoing something, that
expreasion will be used because it goes back to a time when I was being
offered some Chiclets, and instead of taking one Chiclets, I .took five.

my brother said to me, "Well, why don"t you just jump off the 15-story
window for a breeze on a hot day?" And that becomes used in anytime that
a situation arises that's parallel to that one.

| .
‘RACKLEFF: I have a great one. My Aunt Bessie, when she is saying that
someone is being ostentatious, she would say, "Well, you don"t have to be ¥
plain as a pig on a sofa.” Which is as obvious as a pig on a sofa, I gudss,
we would say.. A pig on a sofa is pretty-obvious. §, . i

Tt Ny

BLAIR: Family folklorist Steve Zeitlin, Coordinator of the Pamily Folklore
Project at the Smithsonian Institution here in Washington.

~ MORE WITH ARTHUR MAAS

MAAS : And .things were pretty much in short supply. One of the regular
wvisitors who came through was a peddler, and he also stayed at my grand-
parents' place when he came by. Grandmother, who I never saw, was a lady

who -1iked to see people eat, and so she gave him a dish and he took a spoon-
» ful}:*"‘khh. Mrs. Maas, make a dead man‘be alive." So, ever since then, {'f °
something is exceptionally good, why, they say; "Make a dead man be alive!l™

ool .o MARGARET YOKUM AT
oW
MERROW : *In family folktore, you enter the houses and lives of the people

‘' "you interview.. Folklorist Margaret Yokum says, "The relationship between the .
‘. historiam and the person being ‘interviewed is personal And carries with it a
‘ lot of responsibility.” - . . : i @ ¥
YOKUM: <Well, after you interview this person about their life, what are'
they going to be thinkipg apout afterx they've rehashed all these years for
. ypu? And are you going to go back and visit them because they'll call you
« . and want you to come back? And are you willing to be a part of a person's
life for ‘a short period of time afd realize everything that that does mean?
‘1 believe that the person who goes in for an interview of .a personal, sort
of "life history® nature owes the person they're working \dtr} a lot .more. t!\nn

many people have given them. . . . .

uiznnow: Polkloriit Margaret ?okum talked with To'm Looker in Amherst,
Massachuset’ts. 2 ) .

YOKUM; I don't think it's all surprising in a_time when pdoplev are

increasingly interested in ecology, idltérnate sdurces of power, making their
own !o’ again and gardening, that somg¢ people are turning back to people of

+g G . . .
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i past generations who knew how to get along in a world without electricity,
who made their own clothes, grew their own food, did the kind of processes

that somehow many af us are now sepirated from - to {ihd ouwt those things

once again. It is a link to the past that we might need for the future.

I find now people in my family might speak a little bit more about their past.

When 1'm around, it's no longer a thing that anybody's really ashamed or

not interested in talking about. 2

- - n - ' L
MERROM:  .Polklorist Margaret Yokum. % > . = =
{*The 014 Rugged Cross™) . » o

>
ADRIANA s 7
NEUSMA: ‘I was born in 1885 in a little sod shack. It didn't even have
a tloor in it, or a door, in Campbell County, South Dakota. I guess I was
the first baby in our county, a therp were @ fev settlers there', and built
a8 sod church, our Reformed Church therd, about three miles away from my folks.
A fov settlers that were there. There were mostly Dutchmen.

- MERROW: That's Adriana Neusma, who Ijved in Strasburg, North Dakota.
Neusma, who is 92 vhen this interview waa recorded, has since died. She led
the kind of self-reliant life that folklorist Margaret Yokum talked about.
_I-portor Jc_:aa Ydstie talked to Neusma as a part of an oral history project’
Our Town. 3 :

WEUSMA: + Dad would go to Bureka nybo'onco a month, and he'd get a few
groceries, but we kids - we didn't have school in the winter then because ve

-~ didn‘t have the fuel, you krfow. And it was just three months in the summer

time. But I think as far as being as satisfied and happy, people were mor
satisfied then than they are now. We didd't have all kinds of toys that
could lay our hands on.’sWell, in the wintertime, we'd usually sit around
in the sod house - oh, it was coty, you know, and my dad spent most of his
time during the winter reading stories.  We had story books. We kids could
sit there all mnlnq.\nd it vas Dutch, we could sit there all evening, and
we'd read such interesting stories, and we didn't want to go to bed. “Read

e some more, Dad." Of course, that was all in Dutch. ,And we played’checkers

or somethind like that,sand I don't know time never laid heavy on my. pum
that I can remember vhen 1 was a child,
. .

BLAIg: The weabries of people like Adriana Neusma don't have to be lost
when they die. By talking to residents, young and old, of Strasburg, North
Dakota, John Ydstie was able to paint a portrait of the town as they
remembered it. Another resident he talked with vas Piam Kraft, who is of

G Russian try. .

t".ufn Dance®)

. 4 PIOUS KRAFT

-

ERAPT: My folks, you know, we came over here - well, we come from the
Ukraine. Wiven we come over here in 1906, and we landed &n Quebec 12 days
on a boat, and we come down to Aberdeen, South Dakota. You know what the
fare cost at that time? FProm the Russian railway station to Aberdeen, 1?.4
Dakota, we paid 140 rubles for the ticket. At that time, a ruble.was only
worth about 55¢. .

YDSTIE: That would have been about $70.
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It was_cheap, wasn't it? Of course, it wasn't «l?z Class, I

-.n. what m stnwurg lu. when you first qod Mu? .

IM!.'N ¢ ltxubarq‘l Well, tNere was two stores here, uh-ic, alrudy,
when I got here. You know, thoge days - every-town had a little band and
8 baseball team those days. Not anymore; mind you. Everybody knew everybody
when you settled, s o
.~ . ‘
mnm-q Dance*®) - (e
BLAIR: ‘that -mlc, by the hy, is !ro- a CermansRussjarf Mdlnq Dance,
a part of. the old country that Piods Kraft and others in trasburg still
© enjoy. 4 .
'

-

MERROW As part of his sound portnl: of Strasburg, John Ydstie also
talked to Iquvo Americans. Norbert Davis, a metchief, or mixed blood, ig
a descendant of Native Americans who barried ‘Prench trappers from Canada.
Davis lived at the Turtle Mountain Indian Reservation and he told Ydstie
hc:b:h white qrut—qnndhuwr came to be a part of the Turtle Mountain
u .

NORBERT DAVIS ,

. .
DAVIS: They landed in New York. They heard talk about discovering gold
in places. : 80, he went along with this bunch to go to the big office, and
then while they were on the train, they saw some Antelgpes running. So, he
shot one and crippled it. So, he start chasing after it. He didn"t know

how to hunt much. He kept chasing this, and got. quite a ways, got dark on
him, and he lost the trail. And come to our camp where he found out they
were not his people. They were Indians and mixed bloods, and he wis warned
not to go near Indians for they might scalp him. But what these le were
after was to try to find a herd of buffalos where they could hunt. So, he
went one day to & high hill, with the hopes of seeing the sight of his wagon
train or somebody. The 4Andians had what they called scouts. So, one of ‘
the scouts reported to the head man - he was a "metis” or mixed blood named
J. B, Wilkie - well, they captured him, and they brought him to the camp.

And they had to guard him at night for a while till they found out that.he
was such a good hearted man, and he was always helping the women-folks

taking care of their meats, drying, curing, and so forth. And the women
liked him. And they begged their husbands to call up a meéting and ldppt
that man as one of their own tot mch a nice man,

.
MERROW ¢ That's pow-wow -nnic fro- the Turtle Mountafh Indian Reservation.
The oral history project, "Our Town, ®was sponsored By the lonh Dakota -
Commitiee for the Bumanities and Public Issues.

BLAIR: We've talked about different kinds of oral Mlmry - folk.
telling, family interviews, social history, and sound portraits. There's a
theme running tHrough all of this, a common thread, that the melting pot N
theory is no longer valid. People.don't want to bury their past anymore.
m, want to rediscover it, and t‘k. pride in it.
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NANCY SEIPER

. MERROW: Nancy Seifer found that tb Be true for working class v'mon.
« + Por her book, "Nobody Speaks For Me," Seifer went into their homes, sat
around the kitchen table with them, and talked - and listened.

SEIFER: We talked around the kitchen table. That seems to be the
;:xﬂu place for talking and eftertaining, in general, in most women's
s. It's comfortable. We drink coffee. In some cases, smoke Cigarettes.
It's a bad habit that I do. And that's where most of the interviewing went
on. And that was a very.comfortable place to be. The feeling that comes
scross is that -. not that they're so special, necessarily, but that most
people are too passive; that they just sit and let things happen to them.
Mhereas, these women fegl - some of them have articulated it in these words -
that you can't'let things happen to you. .
RACKLEPP: Some ofs/the criticism of all history, generally, is that all
of you are running around collecting a bunch of trivia that isn't really
academically sound. E

SEIPER: And if le's lives are trivia, then I guess it's
.* trivia; But what really motivated me to do this book was the

fact that working class yomen in America don't write books.
They don't write magazine articles. They very rarely appear on television.
And with all the changes that the ‘s Movement was bringing about, nobody’
was speaking for them because they're (not . . . because they, in general,
‘bhsed on the definition of what worlidg class people in mri‘c‘un. .
the category - although I hate categories - they would fall int® - one
aspect of that would be people without any education beyond high school.
And 1 knew that a lot of the stereotypes of working, class women that the
middle class feminists especiaily heldwere not true.

FACKLEFP:  Like what? " A .

SRIFER; Oh, that they were passive and dependent, traditional, conven-
tional, and were not interested in equality, or certainly not in change.
Those kinds of things.

RACKLEPF: Now, wait a minute. Isn't tXat really true of a lot of them,
. and the ones you picked were the ones who weren‘'t like that? ~ .
SEIFER: I don'¢ think it's any more trua of them than it is of middle
class wame., or wealthy women. 1 thin* most people arn fearfui of change
to a degree. i
m: It's a strange voc-t'lon. You're not a historian. ‘“You said you
didn’t feel like a writer. You are just sort of there in the middle.

SEIPER:! That's right. I think it has to be seen for what it is, It is
* people's memories of things - more than it is history, as we know it. And
I think there jis a legitimate place for that, and this whole business of
oral history, which is just blooming now, just blossoming all over the place,
is clearly a result of technology. 1 mean, now that we have tape recorders,
we can go out and get stories from people that in the past you couldn't.
And I think what's happened ayer the past few years - really since the Civil
/ Rights Movement - is a reavakening of our sense of pride in one's ethnic
v background, and a rekindling'of interest in all those immigrants - you know,
*those huddled masses yelrning to be free” that everyone wanted to forget
about because we were the descendants of them, and we lived in the new land,
and we had every opportunity, supposedly, that one could want. And, so, as
opposed to shutting out the past, and pretending it didn't exist, and wanting
- .
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to forget that ‘we may have had ancestors who lived in ghettos of various
kinds, you know, on the lower East Side of Manhattan, or in the back of t
Yards in Chicago, or wherever it was, and, you know, #8l the jokes about tim’
Jews, the Poles, and the Italians - and all that stuff - I think there's
Been a 180 degree turn towards looking legitimatély at what happened, and
wanting to have a sense of pride in what happened.

BLAIR: Mancy Seifer, author of “Nobody Speaks For Me,* ulf-portuiw‘
of working class women in America. She talked with Jo Ellyr Rackleff. Like
Studs Terkel, Mancy Seifer does not call herself an histprian, and most
historians would probably agree. ’ . -4

MERROW: ’m debate over oral history is heating up. Pamily oral -
histories in books likq  Roots,” *Working," and "Nobody Speaks For Me“ are
part of a new vave., BIY major institutions, like Columbia University,.
called the "Port Knox of Oral Ristory,” have been collecting spoken recollec-
tions, for over 20-years, and the term "orafl history® actually dates back to
the thvention of.scund recordings. The big difference is that Columbia
University, 003. the National Archives and the'Library of Congress here in
Mashington cdhcintrate on the lives of famous people, the people you read

¢. about in histoty books. They collect letters, Inaugural Speeches, news
broadcasts, diaries . . . .

BLAIR: And Yin the case of former President Nixon, tape recordings of
telephone conversations. . - .
I, A B L " & :
" RERROW ¢ But these institutions are concerned” with research methods, and
‘ only interview people they deem important, and unique.
. Q- s )
BLAIR: This kind of oral history is much harder to collect and validate
' as’'Dr. Alan Shaffer, Chairman of the Department of History at Clemson

University, told Carol Gable. .

.
.

DR._ALAN SHAPFER

[ If Someone were writing a book about the s;nnuhd-nucn’ War
in 1920, there were still people alive who had been in that War, and 'they .,
would talk to. So, it's not a new thing. It's become a much bigger thing

. in history because of the invention of the tape recorder - especially the
small, light, portpble tape recorder. Because that meant that historians
and other interestpd people can go ocut and interview peoplq on the past,
and then get it down ot tape-exactly - instead of relying on transcriptions
or stenography, or their own memory, about what someone said to them, which
is clearly frequently very faulty. So, it's not a new thing.- It's )2" an
old thing used in a new way. It's a valid tool when it's used as judicidusly
as any other tool in history. Historians do reséarch. We réad papers; we

read letters; we read diaries - anyt we can get hold of to understand
the past., If we can use someone's ry. we will use that, but' it

has to be used carefully. It ha sed within the “"rules of evidence.*
In other words, you can't go out and erview your grandmother gbout whit
happened to her when she was 15 years old, andlexpect that everything she
says to you .is true. No more than I could read the letters of Thomas
Jefferson, and assume that everything he wrote was tiue. You know, from your
own'experience that you write letters to people, and sometimes you tell the
truth, and sometimes you lie a iittle bit. You fudge it far various reasons.
When you write your mother, you probably don't tell her every blessed thing

1
- - 13




. that happened to you, right? So, if [someone's writing your biography
fifty years from now, or one hundred/years from noy, qr five hundred years *
from now, if they believe ov'bry.ghi you say, they're going to get a very

. tanlty‘ view of history. . .

I did this - when was ik? Around 1960 or '61. ’I was working
on a biography of a New York City (ongressman who ‘qrew up in what's called
East Harlem, the .Italian Section of New York, and he died when he was S1

. years old. There were a lot of ple around who were quite a bit older,
but who remembereéd him, including fone man who was one of his best friends
when they were kids. 80, I found/him, and I talked with him. He was a
very successful businessman in N York. I talked to him about his friend's
childhood, and he'd tell me all Kinds of stories - including one that really
intrigued me - that he was a grept student in high school, a super-student,
bright at everything, best in t school. Then I checked the school records
which is available, and he wasn|t the best student-in the school. I think °
he failed every science and.math course he ever took. The only reason he

+ graduated-at all is because th broke the rules to get him out. This man's
memory of him was faulty becauge this was an old friend of his. The man :
was now dead. " He knew that I fas writing a book about him, and he wanted
to give me the best picture off someone he admiged very much. If I had
simply taken his word about if, I would have ¥Pfitten a dishonest biography.

MERROW : Alan Shaffer, Chairman of the History anutn‘cnt at Clemson
University, talked with Repojter Carol Gable of Station WEPR in Greenville,
. South Carolina.

® AN/ORAL HISTORY LIBRARY i
% URIVERS TY OF CALIFORNIA, BERKELEY

- BLAIR:. The University/of California At Berkeley has a famous collection
of oral history. Jay Baltpzore has this report.

BALTEZORE: If you're ‘looking for the personal experiences of folks who
lived during the Depressijon, you might turn to Studs Terkel, but if your
interest lies more in th¢ political history of the administration of former
Governor Pat Brown of California, you can go to the Regional Oral History
Library at the Universitly of California in Berkeley. Mimi Stein, an
Interviewer with.the Lijrary, is convinced that oral history is an essential
part of academic researfh.

* .
mostly people who arg important in government or
in politics, or in ness. Arnd many people miBht say, "Well, these.
people don't need t interviewed becaunse they've already written a great
deal, and their paperp are left to archives, and all this kind of thing."
But especially today Rhat really is precisely why wp need to interview them
because ,there are magy gaps left in papers that are left to archives. Por
there was a study done of what most ex-congressmen
and what's in the paperd. And it was discovered that
their campaigns are [very, very little documented in their papers, and this
is one of the thingp that we talk about a lot in our interviews - is how
they organized the rahpaign, who gave them money, who were the important

i people in back of ghem, and these are some very important questions.
1

STEIN: We intervi

BALTEZORE: Aside from getting the straight, historical facts from partici-
pants, oral hist is a means to pick up on short, personal experiences -
most of which are/never written in the biographies or textbooks. One of

¢ &
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- books.

.and how can

-

these lgvolves former Président Truman and a former National Democratic
Committeevoman from California. She told one of the Library interviewers

* about an encounter she had with Truman during the 1952 Presidential Campaigr,
It involves Truman's daughter, Margaret, while they were in Sm Francisco.
m!qrtun.nuly, the quality of most of the 'Library's interviews'are marginal,
‘' but this short incident-is one you're never going to read about in history

COMMITTEEWOMAN: So, he t;u'ned to me, and he said, "Am I President
of the United States, or am I not the President?" I said, "well,

of course, you're President of the United States, Mr. Truman.”

That vas my first President, too.

1 was very much in awe of him.

And he said, “Well, will you do something fotr me?” 1 said, "Any-
thing.” *wWill you go into Margaret's room, and will you tell her
that the President of the United States said she has been late in
starting everytime, every place we have been so far, and that the ,
. President of the United States is 9oan to leave in ten minutes .
whether she's ready or not.” So, I said, "Are you sure you want me
to tqll her that? Shp'd pay much more attention if you teld her
that.” And he said, "Like hell she would.®

BALTEZORE: How can you be sure that what

y'n telling you is the truth
you qu-rd against hluhood\ ot

ies? .

BreIN: mnnq the interview session, if you know what they've told you 1
is inaccurate, you can phrase a question in such a way that you re not going

to put them off, or insult them, or ruln the rapport that you've built up. y
You £hn ssy, for example, "Well, ] understand from other pecple I've talked 4
to, or from books that I've read, that there are other explanations for how - |
that event occurred. And the way they tell it is this.” And, then, you - 1
give them what you think is closer to the truth, And see whether they buy

it, or throw it back at you Oor whatever. You can try that. If they still .
insist that their version of the story is the correct 8he, or that that's y
the wvay they saw it, and there's nothing that's qoinq to budge them from-
that, then sometimes we'll add a footnote and say, “For ,an Altetnagc
upunum of this event, see an'interview with Mr. X.

tu.mm; Mimi Stein, an Interviewer with the hqimn Oral History
Library at’ the University of California. In Berkeley, California, I'm Jay
Baltezore for OPTLIONS IN EDUCATION. P 4 ’ -

The debate about what is history and what.is not really isn't

that important.

what is important is the role of history im our lives.

If oral history infuses in us.an interest in the past, that's

, and if {t

can fill

the gaps left by traditional historiags who neglect:

Blacks,

womet; Native Americans and working class people in this cougtry, then it
will help give future qeoouuona a better ptcuu'c of vhu life wvas uko for
us today.

BLAIR: But sheer nostalgia nnd s loppy rouuch don' t have a place in
the academic vorld. v /

- .

MERROMW: ° And, too, authors may be exploiting the iives of poopu who o ®
+share their memories.

. . ‘
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KIM TOWNSEND
BLAIR: But certain kinds of.oral Mot.ory do rock back and forth between
- fact and fiction, And one enterprising teacher has put that to good use.
Be uses oral history to teach writing. Tom boouor met Kim Townsend in
8 Aﬂuxlt, unmhnutcs.
L

mm: * You're learning how to do a certain kind of writing, and, to me,
it's an extremely important kind of writing.

LOOXER ¢ In Professor Kim Townsend's Small Town Literature Course at “
Amherst College, students of English use the techniques of oral hl-iory in
order to become hetter readers and writers of literature. The over

subject of the course is ity. T #'s students read works of
fiction, sociology and journalism to learn about life in America's small
towns. But they also go out into Amherst, and talk tp pooplo nbout the
sense of community that exists in this small tovn .

TOWNSEND: ° What we did was not to go out with clipboudn, not to go out
with questions, not €0 go out with hypotheses even. But to go out to hear
.~ people and come back and analyze the way they talked, to hear what's not .-
g said, s0 to speak. 1It's a bit of advice actually that the hero of Winesburg,
Yt Ohio's teacher gjives to him. He sajd, "If you're going to be a writer, you
j should.learn.to hear what people ar thinking and not what they say.”

. LOOKER: = S0, You were sort of sending your students out to becomé readesh
of people? -

. TOWNSEMD: Yes. But here, ! guess, it's only an English teacher that

+ oould sit easy with this paradox. There has belen an awful lot of re-
creation of the talk that actually went on - whether it was recorded or not.
And the paradox is that you may well get, as with a novel or a poem, you
.say come closer to the truth of the situation through rearrangement,
distortion, through recreation than you do vy taking down faithfully all

that's thought and said. . .

LOOKER: S0, Townsend's students listen to the pedple thiy interview as
they would read a literary text, and they write up-those interviews com- .
bining techniques of creative vuttnq vuh the goal of journalistic amcuracy. -

. Mot surpristngly, a number of To 's d s have gone on to becomk”
reporters. Laurel Goton.oo still lives u.'.ound Amherst and works for a local
newspaper. . &

]
SORENSON: The writing courses thn 1'd taken ﬂoro rgally set up princtpxu
to follow. Yow had to do this .technically. You had td research in this \
» oOertain way. And this really allowed you to ‘discover your own style, and
© ' 1ay off reflecting the style of someone else. Because you have to edit to
get down the gestures a little bit, to get down the inflections of r voice,
the rhythm of the speech pattern, capture just the analogies that a
mmt to that.other persow and mean something to -that other person. t
+ You're a reporter,- . reflector. You have to be aboolnuly accurate and 3:
precise bocnuu you' n acting as that other person's voice. . ~ 5

v, BOOKER: !nlnq tbo techniques of oral history, Kim Townsend's ctu!cnu L3

4 1isten to the voi of real people, and, then, as students of literature,

T, they face the “cha enge of re-creating those voices on the typ'vzttor. , Por

° opriONs !l EDUCATION ln Amherst, thls is Tom Looker. .
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BLAIR: The real issue in all of this is the role history does play
in our lives. The late anthropologist and author Jacob Bronowskl, who
wrote "The Ascent of Mam,” said, "History is not just people remembering.
It's people acting and living their past in the present.*
\

MERROW : By the way, if you're interested in recording family stories,
you can get a good cassette recorder for around $100. Cassettes that are
reliable and durable cost about $3.00 for an hour. Good luck. ,l

If you get stuck, pull out the family albums, go through the

pictures and talk about the people in the pictures, ask them .

abrut the people in the town, the ministers. Ask them about

what holidays were like. Ask them about where they were

“during the Depression, and what it was like, and what the
» Twenties were like - whether they were “Roaring” or not. +And

I think in the end of this process, people will have a rich

interchange between the,family that can come out of oral history.

MERROW ¢ Reports program on oral history came in part from
Carol Gable, Station WEPR, Greenville, South Carolina; Bob Compton, KBIA,
Columbia, Missouri; John Ydstie, KCCM, Moorhead, Minnesota; Tom Looker in
Amherst, Massachusetts; Scott Simon in Chicago, and Jay Baltezore in
“arkeley, California. N

'
lun. . If you'd like ‘a transcript of this program on oral history,
write National Public, Radio - Education, Washington, D. C. 20036. The
transcript is 50¢, and a conuuo is available for $5.00. Ask for Program

. .

MERROW ¢ And, please, tell us the cau lottorn of the ﬂn station you'fe
listening to right now.

BLAIR: OPTIONS IN EDUCATION is vrutcn and producod by Jo Ellyn
Rackloff and John Merrow. The Assistant Producer is Katharine Ferguson.
mucu u-num by Maury Schlesinger. »

MERROM @ This program is a eo—ptoduccton of National Public udto and
th= Institute for Educatlional Leadership of the George Washington
tniversity. Principal gupport is provided by the National Institute of
Bdu~ation. Additional funds come to us" from Carnegie Corporation of New
York und the Corporation for Public Broadcasting. I'm John Merrow.

1

BLAIR: I'm Wendy Blair, and this is NPR - National Public Radio.
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