Please comply with the following Copyright notice.

WARN l N G COMMONWEALTH OF AUSTRALIA

Copyright Regulations 1969

This matenal has been reproduced and communicated to you by or on
behalf of Shendan College pursuant to part VB of the Copyright Act 1968
(the Act).

The matenal in this communication may be subject to copynght under the
Act. Any further reproduction or communication of this matenal by you
may be the subject of copyright protection under the Act.

Do not remove this notice.

Week 2 & 5 Reading

APA referencing

Curthoys, A., & McGrath, A. (2009). How to write history that people want to read (pp. 91—
96). University of New South Wales Press.

Referencing for family history

Ann Curthoys & Ann McGrath, How to write history that people want to read, University of
New South Wales Press, Sydney, 2009, pp. 93-96.




How to write history that people want to read

got the sense of what a strange thing [it was] — these two working-
class boys in Wales, with no education, who think, ‘Tm going to
go to the Amazon’, and the best way to test yourself is follow this
stream and lie on a stone in a cave in Wales. They were excited kids

on an amazing, dangerous adventure.'?

We learn not only about the site of events long ago, but also about

how, or if, that event is remembered today.

Ann Curthoys

| visited the NSW township of Young, near the site of the Lambing
Flat anti-Chinese riots of 1861, for my doctoral research on
responses to Chinese immigration. There | saw not only the
mullocky terrain of the goldfields but also the local historical
museum, which displayed the flag of the anti-Chinese European
miners: ‘Roll Up, Roll Up, No Chinese’ | had read of the flag in the
colonial newspapers, but to actually see it helped me gain a real
sense of these men - often from politically restive backgrounds
in Britain - using their political protest skiils against the Chinese
miners in their midst. That it was still in a country museum also told
me something about how the riots were remembered.

Yet we need to be careful when using present sites to understand the
past. They may have changed in important ways — the course of a
river has been altered, a beach may be huncreds of metres from its
1820s location, a swamp may have been reclaimed, a hillside levelled,
a bridge collapsed, and so on. What looks t-eed and beautiful now

may have been dusty and ugly then, and vics versa.

History in 3D

Oral histories

Recorded oral histories are a major resource for the historian of
more recent times. As most of us realise, however, you need to use
oral history with understanding and care. Particularly since the
1970s, those of us working in oral history have been preoccupied

with the problem of the nature and reliability of memory. Luisa

Passerini argued in the late 1 waom that the silences, nrmgnwmbﬂmm
and inconsistencies that she encountered in her interviews with
Italian workers about the Fascist period from 1922 to 1943 were
themselves forms of culture that historians needed to understand.

The oral sources were indications of subjectivity, of feelings and

ideas about mrn past seen through the _nnm om "rn present.”” In

‘the 1990s Italian historian Alessandro Portelli also suggested that

factual errors were worthy of serious consideration. He found that
the people he interviewed in a small working-class Iralian city about
events that occurred twenty years or so earlier misremembered
events in systematic and revealing ways. !4

With these ideas in mir.d, historians came to study oral history
mainly as a form of memozy — more important for revealing ways
people narrate the past and make meaning than as a set of clues about
the past. To understand the meaning of the stories people tell them,
historians have had to investigate not only questions of subjectivity,
the self and identity, but also the building blocks of storytelling —
thetoric, metaphor and na:cration. While Portelli himself suggests
oBH r_mﬂoQ should serve as both a source of information about the
wmmm and a site of cultural study in itself, many in the field have
ceased to see oral history as evidence about the past at all, but oD_v\
as mﬁm.abnm about Hrn presznt. That is, they ESH@HQ oral T;BQ

interviews m:ﬁrnomo_omwnm: /, but not raaodnmzv\
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How to write history that people want to read

* Avoid disturbing or upsetting those you interview. Talking
about the past stirs up both welcome and unwelcome memories,
and the experience may be distressing. Sometimes, though, it
is highly therapeutic. You should be prepared for these varying
responses, and act always with consideration towards your

interviewees.

Choose your technology carefully; digital recorders and voice
recognition software may be worth using. You have to be practical
and check that your equipment is all working well, and ensure that
you are confident about using it. Nervousness on your part will only
make your interviewee uncomfortable. The saddest research tales are
about wonderful interviews that ended up being blank tapes because
the historian pressed the wrong button.

Contact your potential interviewee by mail or by phone. Many
people are nervous about the idea of being recorded by someone
they don’t know, although you will find thar older people are often
keen to share their histories and thoroughly enjoy the experience
of their story being valued by someone else. Be very clear about
the general topic you wish to cover. Tell them about your project
and why you wish to speak with them ia particular. You may
need to reassure them that they have something valuable to add.
Some people may like to have a family member or a friend present,
and you should go along with such a requsst. Depending on the
conversational etiquette and expectations of the people concerned,
two interviewees, talking together with occasional prodding from
the investigator, can produce wonderful material. An interview
with a single individual can also crearte a strong dynamic and lead
to rich material being recorded.

You should be very courteous to any potential interviewee, aware

that they are doing you a generous favour. Take with you a small

History in 3D

offering such as a cake, a packet of biscuits — or a document from
your research that they might find of interest. Choose a place to
meet where they feel comfortable. An interview conducted in their
home can be very worthwhile because there will often be memory
triggers nearby, things like photographs, letters, maybe a painting.
Ask whether such things aze available. Prompts like these can be a
great way of starting an interview in a more relaxed way.

Take a consent form with you. Its content may be dictated by
your institution, but it should have a section explaining the nature
of the project terms, and then a series of statements setting out the
conditions under which you may make use of the material in the
interview. You should show the interviewee the consent form either
beforehand or right at the beginning of the interview, and ask them
to sign it then or straight after the interview is over.

Chat with your interviewee in a friendly way, burt also explain
you do not want to get into too much detail about the events to be
discussed until the interview proper starts. Otherwise, the best parts
come out unrecorded. If the interview is in a private home, let the
interviewee choose the room, but take time with the setting up. Ask
where the power point is, but try not to boss them around — it’s
their house. A table can ke helpful for setting up your recording
device. Although its not essential, an external microphone can
greatly enhance sound quality. When you both feél ready to start,
do a sound check. Ask your interviewee to state their name, the
date and the place where the interview is being recorded, or do it
yourself. Make sure you have some basic biographical details — birth
year, locations lived, dates of marriage/s, children’s birth dates, and
so on, as details like this can help you with dates they may not
include in their interview. It’s often helpful to fill out some details
in a notebook beforehand, or to begin the recording by asking some

basic biographical questions.

2]



98

How to write history that people want to read

a conversation about the past, not an interview as such. They are
telling you their version of history, what they have experienced, so
let them do it. Some topics will be emotional or awkward, and you
may need to ask confronting questions. While these should not come
too early in the piece, avoid judging too quickly that you should 7oz
ask such questions. Sometimes people are very willing to tackle the
uncomfortable questions too. Use your discretion. This is a person-
to-person relationship, and you need to usc all your people skills.

Indigenous oral history is a particulzrly special kind of oral
history, as are the histories of all those peoples who have no long
tradition of literacy. Histories of this kind may be conveying
encultured ‘ancestral memories’ going back multiple generations.
You will be dealing with ‘stories” that may seem mythologised, that
are being told in a way unfamiliar to many westerners. It may not be
first-hand history, but it will often contain a great deal of information
plus conceprualisations and interpretations ~hat can valuably inform
your project. Indigenous history may also be analysed as a form of
history-telling that can be critiqued and d:scussed. History-telling
may be through song, dance, storytelling traditions, art, and many
forms of popular culture transmitted between generations. Historians
are only beginning to learn about and analyse these significant
historiographical traditions.

If you are working with people who have suffered long histories
of oppression, you as historian will need to take this into account
because their initial response to you may be a test of your attritudes
and character. If you are an ‘insider’ in such z group you may be more
readily accepted, but there will still be issues and limitations.'¢

Building research relationships with other people can be time
consuming, but it is well worth it. A good historian must obtain
insider perspectives to truly understand the past. Most oral history

deals with living memory and people’s experiences during their

History in 3D

lifetimes. Sometimes, however, you will be dealing with deeper stories
- of landscape and human creation, perhaps of slave journeys, passed
down the generations.

Once your project is complete, you should deposit your interview
transcripts and tapes in a library or other collecting insticution. You
will have created a valuable piece of historical dara which furure

researchers will have the benefit of using if it is stored safely."”

Ann Curthoys

I was living in Canberra at the time of the 2003 bushfires, when
over 500 suburban homes were burnt down. In the end, my
home turned out to be safe, but over several days the repeated
warnings that the fires could change direction and return made
me realise that the valuable materials in my study - including
oral history tapes, as well as photographs, pamphlets, minutes
of meetings, and other records from the Freedom Ride of 1965
that I'd written about in a book which appeared in 2002 - could
well be destroyed. | asked the specialist library of the Australian
Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies whether
I could donate my material. They agreed, and so they are now
available for anyone to use, and they are much safer than they

could ever be with me.

When to stop researching

Some historians enjoy the detective aspect of research so much that
they start their writing toc late. While a ‘long-awaited’ book may be
celebrated, expectant readers will not wait forever. Not only thar, but
someone else may beat you to the finish line, and your publisher will

no longer want your work. Set a deadline for starting your writing,
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How to write history that people want to read

got the sense of what a strange thing [it was] - these two working-
class boys in Wales, with no education, who think, ‘P’m going to
go to the Amazon’, and the best way to test yourself is follow this
stream and lie on a stone in a cave in Wales. They were excited kids

on an amazing, dangerous adventure.'2

We learn not only about the site of events long ago, but also about

how, or if, that event is remembered today.

Ann Curthoys

| visited the NSW township of Young, near the site of the Lambing
Flat anti-Chinese riots of 1861, for my doctoral research on
responses to Chinese immigration. There | saw not only the
mullocky terrain of the goldfields but also the local historical
museum, which displayed the flag of the anti-Chinese European
miners: ‘Roll Up, Roll Up, No Chinese’ | had read of the flag in the
colonial newspapers, but to actually see it helped me gain a real
sense of these men - often from politically restive backgrounds

in Britain - using their political protest skills against the Chinese
miners in their midst. That it was still in a country museum aiso told
me something about how the riots were remembered.

Yet we need to be careful when using present sites to understand the
past. They may have changed in important ways — the course of a
river has been altered, a beach may be huncreds of metres from irts
1820s location, a swamp may have been reclaimed, a hillside levelled,
a bridge collapsed, and so on. What looks t-ced and beautiful now

may have been dusty and ugly then, and vic= versa.

History in 3D

Oral histories

Recorded oral histories are a major resource for the historian of
more recent times. As most of us realise, however, you need to use
oral history with understanding and care. Particularly since the
1970s, those of us working in oral history have been preoccupied

with the problem of the nature and reliability of memory. Luisa

Passerini argued in the late Hoﬂom that the mZmDo.n.mv. &mmnn.@m:nmnm
and inconsistencies that she encountered in her interviews with
Italian workers about the Fascist period from 1922 to 1943 were
themselves forms of culture that historians needed to understand.
The oral sources were indications of subjectivity, of mnm::mm and
ideas about the past seen through the lens of the present.”” In
the 1990s Iralian historian Alessandro Portelli also suggested that
factual errors were worthy of serious consideration. He found that
the people he interviewed in a small working-class Italian city about
events that occurred twenty years or so earlier misremembered
events in systematic and revealing ways. '

‘With these ideas in mird, historians came to study oral history
mainly as a form of memory — more important for revealing ways
people narrate the past and make meaning than as a set of clues about
the past. To understand the meaning of the stories people tell them,
historians have had to investigate not only questions of subjectivity,
the self and identity, but also the building blocks of storytelling ~
rhetoric, metaphor and na-ration. While Portelli himself suggests
oral history should serve as both a source of information about the
mlmmm and a site of cultural study in itself, many in the field have

ceased to sec oral history as evidence about the past at all, but only

as evidence about the presznt. That is, they interpret oral history

interviews anthropologically, but not historically.
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How to write history that people want to read

* Avoid disturbing or upsetting those you interview. Talking
about the past stirs up both welcome and unwelcome memories,
and the experience may be distressing. Sometimes, though, it
is highly therapeutic. You should be prepared for these varying
responses, and act always with consideration towards your

interviewees.

Choose your technology carefully; digital recorders and voice
recognition software may be worth using. You have to be pracrical
and check that your equipment is all working well, and ensure that
you are confident about using it. Nervousness on your part will only
make your interviewee uncomfortable. The saddest research tales are
about wonderful interviews that ended up being blank tapes because
the historian pressed the wrong button.

Contact your potential interviewee by mail or by phone. Many
people are nervous about the idea of being recorded by someone
they don't know, although you will find thar older people are often
keen to share their histories and thoroughly enjoy the experience
of their story being valued by someone else. Be very clear about
the general topic you wish to cover. Tell them about your project
and why you wish to speak with them ia particular. You may
need to reassure them that they have something valuable to add.
Some people may like to have a family member or a friend present,
and you should go along with such a requast. Depending on the
conversational etiquette and expectations of the people concerned,
two interviewees, talking together with occasional prodding from
the investigator, can produce wonderful material. An interview
with a single individual can also create a strong dynamic and lead
to rich material being recorded.

You should be very courteous to any poteatial interviewee, aware

that they are doing you a generous favour. Take with you a small

History in 3D

offering such as a cake, a packet of biscuits — or a document from
your research that they might find of interest. Choose a place to
meet where they feel comfortable. An interview conducted in their
home can be very worthwhile because there will often be memory
triggers neatby, things like photographs, letters, maybe a painting.
Ask whether such things are available. Prompts like these can be a
great way of starting an interview in a more relaxed way.

Take a consent form with you. Its content may be dictated by
your institution, but it should have a section explaining the nature
of the project terms, and then a series of statements sctting out the
conditions under which you may make use of the material in the
interview. You should show the interviewee the consent form either
beforehand or right at the beginning of the interview, and ask them
to sign it then or straight after the interview is over.

Chat with your intervizwee in a friendly way, but also explain
you do not want to get into too much detail about the events to be
discussed until the interview proper starts. Otherwise, the best parts
come out unrecorded. If the interview is in a private home, let the
interviewee choose the room, but take time with the setting up. Ask
where the power point is, but try not to boss them around - it’s
their house. A table can be helpful for setting up your recording
device. Although it’s not essential, an external microphone can
greatly enhance sound quality. When you both fee¢l ready to start,
do a sound check. Ask your interviewee to state their name, the
date and the place where the interview is being recorded, or do it
yourself. Make sure you have some basic biographical details — birth
year, locations lived, dates of marriage/s, children’s birth dates, and
so on, as details like this can help you with dates they may not
include in their interview. It’s often helpful to fill out some details
in a notebook beforehand, or to begin the recording by asking some

basic biographical questions.
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How to write history that people want to read

a conversation about the past, not an interview as such. They are
telling you their version of history, what they have experienced, so
let them do it. Some topics will be emotional or awkward, and you
may need to ask confronting questions. While these should not come
too early in the piece, avoid judging too quickly that you should 7oz
ask such questions. Sometimes people are very willing to tackle the
uncomfortable questions too. Use your discretion. This is a person-
to-person relationship, and you need to use all your people skills.

Indigenous oral history is a particulzrly special kind of oral
history, as are the histories of all those peoples who have no long
tradition of literacy. Histories of this kind may be conveying
encultured ‘ancestral memories’ going back multiple generations.
You will be dealing with ‘stories’ that may seem mythologised, that
are being told in a way unfamiliar to many westerners. It may not be
first-hand history, but it will often contain a great deal of information
plus conceptualisations and interpretations -hat can valuably inform
your project. Indigenous history may also be analysed as a form of
history-telling that can be critiqued and d’scussed. History-telling
may be through song, dance, storytelling traditions, art, and many
forms of popular culture transmitted between generations. Historians
are only beginning to learn about and analyse these significant
historiographical traditions.

If you are working with people who have suffered long histories
of oppression, you as historian will need to take this into account
because their initial response to you may be a test of your artitudes
and character. If you are an ‘insider’ in such ¢ group you may be more
readily accepted, but there will still be issues and limitations. !¢

Building research relationships with other people can be time
consuming, but it is well worth it. A good historian must obtain
insider perspectives to truly understand the past. Most oral history

deals with living memory and people’s experiences during their
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lifetimes. Sometimes, however, you will be dealing with deeper stories
— of landscape and human creation, perhaps of slave journeys, passed
down the generations.

Once your project is complete, you should deposit your interview
transcripts and tapes in a library or other collecting institution. You
will have created a valuable piece of historical data which future

researchers will have the benefit of using if it is stored safely.”

Ann Curthoys

I was living in Canberra at the time of the 2003 bushfires, when
over 500 suburban homes were burnt down. In the end, my
home turned out to be safe, but over several days the repeated
warnings that the fires could change direction and return made
me realise that the valuable materials in my study - including
oral history tapes, as well as photographs, pamphlets, minutes
of meetings, and other records from the Freedom Ride of 1965
that I'd written about in a book which appeared in 2002 - could
well be destroyed. | asked the specialist library of the Australian
Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies whether
| could donate my material. They agreed, and so they are now
available for anyone to use, and they are much safer than they
could ever be with me.

When to stop researching

Some historians enjoy the detective aspect of research so much that
they start their writing too late. While a ‘long-awaited” book may be
celebrated, expectant readers will not wait forever. Not only that, but
someone else may beat you to the finish line, and your publisher will

no longer want your work Set a deadline for starting your writing,
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