ORAL HISTORY: A TOOL TO DISCOVER REGIONAL CULTURE

Oral history will help us to discover the culture
of a very complex region called the Western
Reserve, a region which is urban and rural,
industrial and agricultural, land-based and on the
shores of a great lake, with a population from all

over the world. Twentieth Century reality in the

Western Reserve is infinitely varied. It is this
diversity, in its richness and individuality, that
oral history can help us to discover. By its very
nature, oral history cannot reach beyond the
memories of our oldest neighbors, but it can help
us to recreate the history of this century, and
perhaps a few years of the previous century.

Oral history may be defined in a variety of ways,
depending on the oral historian. My own
definition is this: Oral history is the collecting of
spoken reminiscences, usually by means of a tape
recorder, about the personal experiences of men
and women with some special knowledge of the
past. Historians have been doing oral history of a
sort since ancient times, but only since the 1930s,
according to some historians, or since the late
1940s, according to others, has the modern use and
methodology of oral history been systematically
developed and practiced. We associate this
pioneering work especially with Professor Allan
Nevins of Columbia University. The vast and
important collection at Columbia is testimony to
success of Nevins, his students and followers.
There are more than 3000 tape recorded
interviews in the Columbia Oral History archives,
many of them interviews about the history of
New York City, New York State, or the history of
the United States. Adlai Stevenson and Eleanor
Roosevelt were two of the individuals interviewed
for the Columbia archives and in a sense thay are
representative of the narrators in that™ project.
Interviewers at Columbia sought out the powerful
and prominent to interview, and with good reason.
Many such individuals played important roles in
the life and history of New York City and the
country at large. Their accounts of what they did
and of what they saw and felt are vital
contributions to history.

Oral history methodology also makes possible a
different approach. Historians have almost
always tended to write about the few who ruled
rather than about the many who were ruled. 1
think we can say without too much exaggeration
that history has been largely the story of elites.
This was true is part because most of the written
records were created by or about the few who
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ruled. We know comparatively little about the
lives of ordinary men and women, about their
communities and about how they lived. During
the last twenty or thirty years, historians have
begun to pay more attention to the history of
everyday, the history of ordinary men and
women, those who toil and pay taxes and go to
war. In this endeavor, which is sometimes called
the New Social History, oral history can be a very
useful tool. We can elicit valuable information
about the past from people who don’t usually keep
diaries, or at least not any more, or who can’t
write many letters, who don’t have vast collections
of either private or official papers, people who
historians have largely ignored, but who have
played a major role in the making of history, the
foot soldiers as it were, of history. In this way,
oral history can complement and supplement the
manuscript and printed sources which historians
customarily use. I said complement and
supplement. Oral history is not a substitute for
library or archival research. It is an additional
tool available to historians, and if well used, may
supply significant data which will corroborate or
add to the written wources. Oral history may
provide new evidence which will contradict or
modify the written record. At times, oral history
may be the only documentation for an event or
institution or a cemmunity.

One of the unique and valuable attributes of oral
history is the fact that it can be carried out by
non-professional as well as professional historians.
Properly trained, a non-professional historian can
make a vital contribution to the creation and
collection of oral history documents and thus to
the sum total of local and regional history.

The varieties of oral history are endless.
Thinking in particular of the Western Reserve, we
can imagine oral history projects about shipping
and fishing on the Lake, about country fairs and
amusement parks, about the steel industry and
about railroading, about the garment industry and
about farming, about urban neighborhoods and
small towns, about the Finnish community in
Ashtabula or the Hungarian community in
Cleveland, about labor unions or women’s clubs or
families. We could study the history of a church
or a synagogue, or hospital. Or, we could carry
out an oral history of social welfare agencies or
the creation of a community college. We could
interview the survivors of the Holocaust or
Vietnam vaterans. We might wish to focus on a
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