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EDITORIAL 

 
Welcome to Voiceprint 48. As ever, the task of ‘extracting’ written pieces from busy people has been a 
challenge – we are all constantly re-assessing our practice and considering how we can best serve our 
interviewees and their stories, but we don’t always have time to write these things down. We thank all of our 
contributors for managing to do this for our deadline. 
 
In this edition of Voiceprint we asked people to consider their projects overall in the light of ‘revisiting, 
reflecting and looking forward’ – we trust the variety of experiences and views expressed will be of interest 
and stimulate further thoughts and activities. 
 
Needless to say, we are already seeking articles and news items for Voiceprint 49, to be published in 
October 2013. Please be in touch with suggestions and – even better! – contributions. You can get in touch 
with us at voiceprint@ohaansw.org.au; we would love to hear from you.  
 

Sally Zwartz and Margaret Leask, Co-editors  
 
 

PRESIDENT’S MESSAGE 

 
Thanks to our editors Margaret Leask and Sally Zwartz another Voiceprint is here for us to enjoy. I am sure 
we all appreciate their skill in managing the content and presentation. 
 
OHAA NSW continues to provide a variety of seminars and workshops for members, and anyone who is 
interested in the practice of oral history. We thank Sandra Blamey and Pat Francis for their tireless 
organisation. 
 
In November 2012 Alistair Thomson conducted a stimulating master class covering the interaction of oral 
history and photographic images. Later that month, committee member Frank Heimans presented a 
workshop on oral history methods to members of Museums & Galleries NSW.  
 
This year we have already had another very successful introductory workshop, Oral History Capturing 
Memories: Oral History In The Digital Age, held in collaboration with the Royal Australian Historical Society. 
These introductory sessions are very popular so watch the website and book early. We are keen to reach out 
to members across the state and the Shoalhaven region hosted one in April. A team of skilled presenters - 
Trish Levido, Carol McKirdy and Andrew Host – guided participants through the how and why of oral history. 
 
We are grateful for a close relationship with Sally Hone, Curator of Oral History, State Library of NSW. The 
library supports two OHAA NSW seminars each year. At the first, in March, a team of six spoke about the 
National Library of Australia oral history project interviewing Forgotten Australians and former Child Migrants, 
its challenges and methodology. (See p8 for a report on this event.) 
 
“She said, he said: reading, writing and recording history” is the title of the Biennial National 
Conference of the Oral History Association of Australia, which will address a range of themes concerning 
contested histories; memory, technology and new developments in oral history; urban history, and 
Indigenous history. I hope many of you will be able to attend and present papers (see below for our support 
to student members) between 21-24 September 2013 at the University of South Australia, Adelaide. The 
program will be available in early May. For details see http://www.ohaa.org.au/ 
 
The Oral History Association of Australia NSW is offering three grants to students to present a paper 
at the national conference. The grants, valued at $400 each, aim to encourage and support research 
students of any discipline who are using oral history as part of their studies. For details, see 
http://www.ohaansw.org.au/index.html 

Remember Voiceprint is your journal and feel free to send reports of interviews and projects you have 
undertaken, as we all share a common interest. Happy reading ... 
 

Virginia Macleod, President OHAA NSW 
 

mailto:voiceprint@ohaansw.org.au
mailto:contact@ohaa-sa.com.au
http://www.ohaansw.org.au/index.html
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NEW MEMBERS 
 
Welcome to the members who have joined in the past five months.  
 
Gary Selman - Retired, MERIMBULA 
Bruce Carter - Librarian/Student UTS, ULTIMO 
Naomi Robertson – Student Ph.D UNE, WAMBOIN 
Kay Shirt - LITHGOW 
Samantha Sinnayah - Student/Curator, ALEXANDRIA 
Ron Chambers - BAYVIEW 
Julie McIntyre - Research Academic, NEWCASTLE 
Sue Singleton - Archaeologist / Heritage Manager, URALLA 
Olga Walker - PhD Student at University of New England, WAPENGO 
Marilyn Leeks - OCEAN SHORES 
James Iliffe - Journalist / Media Consultant, SUMMER HILL 
Bronwyn Murphy - Sound Editor, ALEXANDRIA 
William Davies - Investor, BOWRAL 
Suzanne Robertson - Medical Practitioner UNE Student Health, ARMIDALE  
 
 
ASSOCIATION NEWS AND EVENTS  
 

 
Report on OHAA NSW workshop, February 23   

 
This workshop was held on one of the very bad weather days we have had in Sydney this year, but the 
participants were nearly all ‘ blown in’, as were the helpers for the day! A number came from the country and 
one all the way from Darwin, but the air service from Coffs Harbour was grounded and two from there missed 
out. I noted that we seemed to have a new group of participants and asked Trish Levido if they had made 
any interesting comments. Trish has very kindly reported on the workshop as follows.  Joyce Cribb  
 
This latest workshop (held at History house) was, I believe, our most successful yet, for a number of 
reasons. With continuous rewriting of presenting notes to accommodate the various speakers - in this case  
Carol McKirdy, Andrew Host and myself - it was possible to give good coverage to all aspects of oral history, 
albeit not thoroughly, due to time limitations. What made this presentation a little different to our previous 
workshops was that when I asked the question 'Is there anyone here who isn't computer literate?' - for the 
first time no-one raised their hand. The make-up of the audience was as usual: a small number of people 
finding out what is involved in doing oral histories for and of their families, and a majority of people in 
professional positions wanting to learn how to incorporate oral history into their exhibitions and workplaces. A 
few were planning to do oral histories of the employees in their own industry/workplace. Lastly, about 10 
people were looking to become professional oral historians in the future.  
 
Each presentation is different and this one stood out for the generosity of the participants in sharing their own 
knowledge in a number of areas. This always makes the workshop so much more enjoyable for all, 
especially the presenters, and helps to engender even more enthusiasm for oral history. This presentation  
also included an extended talk by audience members on their experience of the continuing issues of 
copyright - not just in relation to the interviewee but in particular the use and protection of copyright of the 
recordings by the interviewer. It was made clear to the audience that Copyright Law states that it is the 
prerogative of the interviewee to apply copyright up to 70 years after their death. What followed was a 
spirited audience discussion of how this then reflects on the inheritors of these recordings to honour the 
wishes of the interviewee. (See ‘Copyright for Oral Historians’, Voiceprint 45. Ed.)  
 
I feel sure that I speak for Carol and Andrew when I say that presenting these workshops is a very 
worthwhile experience and that - like being the interviewer of an oral history - we learn and grow in 
knowledge from each presentation. 

Trish Levido 
  

 
 



 4 

On Francis Good – Life Member, OHAA 
 

Francis Good’s name has been synonymous with oral history in the Northern Territory for over 20 years. In 
that time he managed the NT government’s oral history program and represented the interests of the 
Territory’s oral history practitioners in the OHAA. 
 
Francis retired from his position as manager of the Oral History Unit in the North Territory Archives Service in 
October 2006. He had joined the archives in 1985 from a background in tertiary education, research project 
management and radio current affairs. Francis introduced high standards in audio technology and sound 
recording, enthusiastically embracing the arrival of digital recorders. His professional approach to 
preservation and access services resulted in oral history collections of over 2,000 recorded hours. Francis 
commissioned interviews for the archives and travelled widely both within the Territory and interstate to 
record life histories with Territorians. He was always available to assist the work of local and visiting 
researchers and to support community-based work among Aboriginal people. 
 
Francis saw the need for bigger projects and the common theme of surviving disaster soon emerged. The 
Territory has rebuilt its capital after the devastation of Cyclone Tracy in 1974. In 1987 the Northern Territory 
Archives Service began a long-running project to record residents’ experiences of the cyclone and its 
aftermath. In anticipation of veterans returning to the Territory in 1992 to commemorate the 50th anniversary 
of the first Japanese bombing raids on Darwin, Francis prepared for an intensive, week-long program of 
interviews. Within months of the disastrous Katherine floods in 1998, Francis began a project of interviews to 
record the stories of disaster response by emergency services and public servants as well as the 
experiences of personal loss. 
 
A high proportion of non-Indigenous people who have lived and worked in the Territory leave the Territory to 
retire or work elsewhere. The transience of the population not only complicated the management of the 
Northern Territory Archives oral history program but also thwarted the establishment of a local branch of the 
Oral History Association. Instead, Territorians are attached to the South Australian association and in 1988 
Francis began contributing ‘News from the Northern Territory’ as a regular feature to their newsletter. 
 
Francis has also been an integral part of the Oral History Association National Committee since 1991. One of 
Francis’s strengths is his exacting eye for detail. He has brought this to the Association’s editorial board 
since 1994, the annual OHAA Journal as editor 2003-2007 and later to managing the association’s website. 
In 2006 he introduced the option of peer review to Journal contributors; a development that greatly enhances 
the standing of the publication. 

 
Francis has been a regular contributor to the Association’s 
biennial conferences speaking about the Northern Territory 
Archive’s projects, collection management and 
developments in technology. 
 
In 1997 Francis brought the Oral History Association to the 
Northern Territory for the first time as the co-convenor of the 
resoundingly successful Crossing Borders conference in 
Alice Springs. Many Aboriginal people participated, thanks in 
no small part to Francis’s standing in communities across the 
Territory. 
 
On retirement to Victoria, Francis continued to provide 
training and consultancy services to projects and individuals. 
Published articles include ‘Voice, Ear and Text: Words, 
Meaning and Transcription’ in R. Perks and A Thomson (eds) 
Oral History Reader, second edition 2006. Francis was 
made a Life Member of the Oral History Association in 2007.  
 
In 2012 Francis retired to live in Nowra and quickly offered to 
lead the first ever Shoalhaven Regional Oral History 
Workshop which took place on April 13 this year. With Trish 
Levido and Dianne Taylor, Francis facilitated a day-long 
regional workshop for 35 participants at the Blue Gum 
Room, Bomaderry Bowling Club, Nowra, on Capturing 

Memories: Oral History in the Digital Age. The topics 
 

OHAA life member Francis Goode. Photo: 
Courtesy NT Archives Service  
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covered included an introduction to oral history and the nature and reliability of memory; preparing and 
structuring an oral history interview; documentation: ethical issues, ownership and copyright; choosing and 
using a digital recorder; downloading recordings to a computer; editing using Audacity (free access editing 
software); guidelines for preparing an interview summary, logging and transcription, and saving sound files, 
burning to disc and transfer to other storage mediums.  
 
We hope to have a report on this workshop in the next edition of Voiceprint and would welcome comments 
from participants. 
 
Reprinted from the Oral History Journal No.30 2008, with update by Margaret Leask  
 

Hazel de Berg Award 
 

Some background to this prestigious award, to be presented at the OHAA national conference 
 

In 2005 the Committee of the OHAA NSW established an award to recognise oral historians who had given 
valuable service to the oral history movement and to encourage oral historians to strive for excellence. It was 
envisaged that recipients would also be role models to the profession.  

The award was named in honour of Hazel de Berg in recognition of her pioneering work in oral history. 

For more than 25 years from 1957, Hazel documented Australia's social history by recording poets, novelists, 
historians, painters, musicians and scientists - people who were contributing to the ongoing intellectual life of 
Australia.  

A significant number of her interviews are now held in the oral history collection of the National Library of 
Australia as the Hazel de Berg Oral History Collection; a collection which comprises approximately 1300 
hour-long taped interviews.  

On January 1 1968 Hazel de Berg was appointed a Member of the Order of the British Empire (Civil) for 
services in collection of archival material. 

The Hazel de Berg Award for Excellence in Oral History is given to a person who over a considerable period 
of time has made an outstanding contribution to oral history in Australia.  

As contributions may be made in a variety of ways, the award criteria provide for activities that further the 
practice and appreciation of oral history, through the raising of awareness within the profession; the 
promotion of oral history within the history community; the recording and documentation of oral history; the 
preservation and archiving of oral history collections; and, to ensure that other significant efforts are not 
overlooked, such other contributions to oral history considered worthy of recognition. 

The award is offered by the OHAA, that is, it is a national award; it is open to anyone and is presented 
biennially at the national oral history conference. 

At the time the award was established, Hazel de Berg’s daughter Ms Diana Ritch (also a noted oral historian) 
was a member of the NSW management committee and, through her, the de Berg family generously offered 
to provide the award and arranged for its design.  

The award has been designed and made by glass artist Brian Hirst. It is an attractive ellipsoid-shaped clear 
glass ornament into which aqua glass has been injected in the shape of a microphone with speech bubbles. 
It is mounted on a square base inscribed with the name of the recipient and year, and is accompanied by a 
citation signed by the National President of the OHAA. 

Nominations for the award are made on a form which can be downloaded from websites at www.ohaa.org.au 
and www.ohaansw.org.au .   

Anyone can make a nomination and there is no impediment to a person nominating themselves. 

The award is managed on behalf of the OHAA by the NSW branch, which appoints a selection panel to 
assess nominations. 
 
Nominations which have been unsuccessful in any one year are automatically considered for the next award, 
after which they lapse, but this does not preclude fresh nominations being made in subsequent years.  

This national award presents the opportunity to give public recognition and encouragement not only to the 
recipient but to the important role of oral history in our understanding of history.  

Nominations for the 2013 Hazel de Berg Award for Excellence in Oral History close on 12 July.  

                                                                                                                                                Michael Clarke 

http://www.ohaa.org.au/
http://www.ohaansw.org.au/
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Hazel de Berg 

From the National Library of Australia, a brief biography of the pioneering oral historian  

 
Hazel de Berg (1913–1984) was the daughter of the 
Reverend George Holland, a Methodist minister and 
missionary. Born in Deniliquin, New South Wales, she 
spent most of her childhood in a series of country 
parsonages. She finished her schooling at the Methodist 
Ladies’ College in Sydney. She trained as a photographer 
at Paramount Studios and later worked in the studio of 
Noel Rubie. In 1941 she married Woolf de Berg, a Polish-
born company director. She lived in Sydney for the rest of 
her life. 

In the 1950s, as her three children grew older, de Berg 
took on new activities, such as studying radiography and 
Indonesian. In 1957 she first used a tape recorder when 
she undertook voluntary work for the Talking Book Service 
for the Blind. She persuaded Dame Mary Gilmore to make 
some introductory comments about her book Old Days, 
Old Ways, and this brief recording marked the beginning of 
her remarkable career as a recorder of life histories. In the 
next three years, encouraged by John Thompson and 
Douglas Stewart, she recorded about 70 poets, as well as 

novelists and playwrights. In 1960 she turned to artists and 
eventually recorded about 250 painters and sculptors. As 
time went on, the recordings became longer and the 
subject range more diverse. De Berg travelled to every 

state and also Britain and the United States. Most of her subjects were prominent or rising figures in their 
fields, but in later years she became interested in local history and carried out interviewing projects in 
Tamworth, Cowra and Young. She often spoke of retiring, but in fact continued to make recordings right up to 
the time of her death. 

Although she disliked the term ‘oral history’, de Berg was the pioneer of oral history in Australia. A few other 
individuals, such as John Thompson, had recorded life stories, but no one else worked for so long, 
interviewing so many people of different occupations and backgrounds. In 27 years, she recorded 1290 
Australians born between 1865 and 1953. The collection at the National Library of Australia is testament to 
her extraordinary energy, enthusiasm, charm and perseverance. 
 
 
 
REPORTS AND PROJECTS 
 

Symposium report: oral history in Finland 
 

The conference ‘Private and Public Memories, the Fourth International Symposium of the Finnish Oral 
History Network’ was held in Helsinki on November 29 and 30 2012, in collaboration with the Finnish 
Literature Society and the Academy of Finland Project Strangers from the East. 
  
Both the conference and Finland itself were a revelation in many ways. Helsinki is a small but beautiful 
European city which offers the pleasures of the very different European light and climate, hard for Australians 
to imagine. Just as I arrived from a country beginning to warm up for summer, Finland was hit by a massive 
snowstorm and temperatures from then on hovered between -21 and -12 degrees centigrade (I had to buy a 
warmer coat for the snow and some very sturdy snow boots with cleats on the bottom because I kept falling 
over). They are a hardy lot, the Finns. One can only admire their dedication to saunas and their very well 
organised response to the potential destruction of snow and ice (unlike half the rest of Europe which has to 
close airports regularly).  

 

Hazel de Berg with Dame Mary Gilmore. 
Photo: Courtesy of the National Library of Australia 
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The Finnish Oral History Society had a significant range of papers offered on the important topic of the 
conference and about 50-100 people attended. The quality of the papers presented and their geographical 
range was of a very high standard and almost all of them closely addressed the conference theme. 
 
There are particularities associated with Finnish oral history which shifted the context for discussion of 
issues. First, oral history there has been long associated with folklore studies, like some other countries, and 
so has long valued the oral traditions of the Sami indigenous people. Second, it is strongly aligned to life 
stories, and written sources relating to personal memory. Most important, the whole orientation of the 
conference was not towards the usual suspects of western Europe (France, Italy Spain, Germany) but 
towards the Baltic countries such as Latvia, Estonia, Poland, Slovenia and Russia with a sprinkling from 
England, Ireland and the United States and of course many Finnish oral historians, some of whom are well 
known to the International Oral History Association. So we heard fascinating papers on several of the post-
communist countries and the gaps between official and personal memories during WWII and under Soviet 
Occupation. Some of the presentations also addressed the aftermath of Soviet rule and the continuing 
effects for societies in transition. Indeed, oral history is a significant tool for many in the post-communist 
countries where state documentation of particular experiences is difficult to access or not available.  
 
There were three keynote speakers: myself on ‘Oral History as Memory-work: from personal to public 
remembering’; Daniela Koleva from Sofia University in Bulgaria – ‘Memory Tactics: Private Uses of Public 
Memory Cultures’ and the Finnish scholar Kirsti Salmi-Niklander from the University of Helsinki on Finnish 
life stories. Veida Skultans, from the University of Bristol, also acted as commentator. My particular hosts for 
the trip, Anne Heimo from University of Turku and Ulla-Maija-Peltonen, Head of the Finnish Oral History 
Network and the Finnish Literature Society, were absolutely wonderful and completely understood the 
difficulties of operating in a foreign country where one doesn’t speak the language. 
  
It was very clear that although the Finnish Oral History Network was founded only in 2002, the oral history 

 

 

Thoroughly rugged up - from left: Anne Heimo, Paula Hamilton and Kirsti Salmi-Niklander.  Photo: Paula Hamilton 
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movement in Finland is growing in strength and has a sophisticated approach to oral history as a method 
and practice. Moreover, oral history is thriving not just in Finland but all over Europe. For example, we heard 
how Malin Tureby from the Nordic Museum in Stockholm, which is the national cultural museum, has just set 
up an oral history network in Sweden. Curiously, I visited Denmark on the way home and there is no oral 
history network there, so we will have to encourage our Danish colleagues in the future.  
 
 

Dr Paula Hamilton, Co-Director Australian Centre for Public History, UTS 
 
 
   

Seminar: the Forgotten Australians and Former Child Migrants  
National Oral History Project 

 
A good crowd turned out at Sydney’s Mitchell Library on Saturday 23 March to hear a morning of fascinating 
talks and discussion about the Forgotten Australians and Former Child Migrants National Oral History 
Project, conducted by the National Library of Australia between 2009 and 2012.  The project was funded by 
the Australian Government through the Federal Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and 
Indigenous Affairs.  
 
The project consists of more than two hundred interviews, conducted across Australia and beyond, by forty-
one interviewers. It brought to light the experience and lifelong impacts of childhoods spent in (mostly 
institutional) ‘care’. Interviews were also conducted with relatives of those brought up in care, along with 
policymakers, administrators and workers in various ‘homes’ for children. Dr Joanna Penglase, whose PhD 
thesis first drew attention to this widespread but largely invisible and unacknowledged phenomenon, spoke 
movingly of the psychological, political and historical importance of the project, and alluded briefly to the 
personal experience that first prompted her research. Dr Joanna Sassoon, who managed the project for the 
National Library, talked about the many complexities and sensitivities of projects such as this one, including 
the need to reassure the people who were the primary focus of the project that it was historically important 
and valid to also record the stories of the people who worked, in one or another, within the ‘care’ system  [Dr 
Sassoon writes about the project below]. 
 
The second part of the morning was given over to four oral historians who worked on the project under 
Joanna Sassoon’s management. Roslyn Burge, Frances Rush, Virginia Macleod and Jeannine Baker all 
talked succinctly about different, and challenging, aspects of the interviews. Their presentations ranged 
across such subjects as the difficulty of retaining emotional detachment; the way in which accounts between 
husbands and wives, or parents and children, can produce opposing perspectives; the necessity for support 
and de-briefing with the project manager; and the deliberate use of fabricated stories to draw attention to 
wider truths. The wide-ranging approach meant that although cruelty, neglect, and abandonment appeared 
in many accounts, so also did stories of personal and professional success, social competence and, not 
least, the ability to achieve happiness. Planning, methodology and management were key to the project’s 
success and it is a testament to the team that in spite of the extreme sensitivity of much of the subject matter 
only one interviewee has withdrawn their material from the project. 
 
 

Margo Beasley 
 
The above report appeared first on the Professional Historians Association NSW blog http://www.phansw.org.au  - 
thanks for permission to reproduce. 
 
Read more about the Forgotten Australians and Former Child Migrants oral history project in ‘You can’t forget things like 
that’, a booklet published by the National Library of Australia, which can be accessed online 
(http://www.nla.gov.au/sites/default/files/ohbooklet_forgottenaustralians.pdf). The booklet contains brief quotes from 
participants in the project that link to audio of the actual interviews. You can also access the interviews directly at 
http://www.nla.gov.au/digicoll/ListentotheForgottenAustralians.html 
 
An adjunct to the project is the collection of memoirs, autobiographies, papers, photographs and other ephemera 
associated with the experience of ‘care’. These items are now catalogued in the National Library. (manuscript collection 
reference number MS 10115).  
 
 

 

http://www.phansw.org.au/
http://www.nla.gov.au/sites/default/files/ohbooklet_forgottenaustralians.pdf
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Complicating the story through oral history: 

The Forgotten Australians and Former Child Migrants oral history project 
 
Three major reports have alerted Australians to the history of the treatment of children in the 20th century. 
The 1997 Bringing Them Home report exposed the history of removal of Aboriginal children under race-
based laws, the 2001 Lost Innocents: righting the record report outlined the history of British and Maltese 
child migrants and the 2004 Forgotten Australians explained the experiences of children removed to out of 
home care under welfare laws.  
 
It is estimated that around 500,000 Indigenous, Child Migrant and non-Indigenous Australian children have 
been in care in 20th century Australia, and each report recommended memorial programmes including oral 
history projects as a means to document and educate the nation about their experiences and to assist in 
community reconciliation. The government funded the National Library of Australia to undertake major oral 
history projects relating to the Stolen Generations, and the one I managed – the Forgotten Australians and 
Former Child Migrants oral history project. 
 
Challenges from the outset of the project included: 
 

 The Senate Inquiries argued for many social justice outcomes including a national oral history 
project so Forgotten Australians and Former Child Migrants could tell their stories. Its processes and 
report crystallised a strong collective memory of abuse, neglect and horror in the public imagination. 

 There was strong engagement with the project from individuals and care leaver organisations who 
seek social justice and many had their own expectations as to what the project would be about. 

 The Library could only interview a selection of people who wanted to tell their story. 
 
These challenges, along with the high profile of the project, meant we had to build a strong methodology to 
select interviewees. 
 
1. Whose memories did we record? 
 
This project created a rounded collection of interviews to document the broad and lifelong impacts of 
experiences of those in care, their siblings and family members. To round out the project, the project also 
interviewed a sample of those involved in providing and administering care, policy makers, lawyers and 
advocates.  
  
2. How did we balance justice with history? 
 
The Library had to balance the strong emotional desire for social justice from people who lived the 
experience with its role as a non-partisan national collecting institution.  
 
3. Understanding the impact of memory 
 
We had to understand how memories are shaped through support groups, and the role of building collective 
memories for social justice ends.  
 
Selecting interviewees 
 
We built a robust selection methodology to guide the selection of interviewees to shape the project.  

 We used the statistics in the Senate Inquiry reports to build a base-map of demographic factors such 
as the number of people in care in each state and the kinds of institutions which provided care, 
experiential factors including where people are in their lives now, and memory-based factors such as 
had people told their story before and whether they were members of a support group. This map 
then determined aspects of the shape of the project. 
 

 We selected a sample of people with strong collective memories established by Senate Inquiries, the 
media and compensation schemes, and who had written their stories for a range of audiences. We 
made considerable efforts to reach people who have never told their story, who do not identify with 
groups, and who did not think that their story was important.  

  
We interviewed clusters of siblings, partners and children so intra and trans-generational impacts of 
being in out of home care are recorded. We only interviewed family members with the permission of 
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the first member interviewed. We interviewed clusters who were at a single institution at the same 
time, and groups of people who were at a single institution over time.  
 

 We looked at where people are now in their lives, to show the diversity and complexity of the life-
long impact of their experiences. We have interviewed people from all walks of life, from MPs to 
people who have spent a lifetime within the welfare and prison system.  

 
Impact of the project 
 
As this was such an emotionally charged project, it was vital to plan for its impact on all involved. While the 
impact on interviewees is often unknown, the interviews are suffused with emotion, courage, agency, 
resilience and reflection. The most common sentiments we have heard in this project have been of loss and 
grief and, for Former Child Migrants, betrayal by the British government.  
 
Throughout the project I maintained close contact with interviewers whose welfare was paramount to the 
project’s success. I often debriefed interviewers after interviews which gave me insight into the impact of this 
work on them, the nature and content of interviews and how to pace commissioning interviews. Interviewers 
also supported each other and met regularly to discuss their work on the project.  
 
If there is something I would have liked to have done before I moved on from the project it was to interview 
the interviewers about the impact of this project on themselves and their professional practice. 
 
The collection 
 
As with all archival work, oral histories contain layers of co-creation specific to the medium. The legacy of the 
just over 200 interviews created during this project rests in the shape of the collection and the research value 
of its contents.  
 
This project has revealed much more than any existing historical work: that there is no single narrative of the 
experiences of being in care, and that the lifelong impact of being in care is complex and diverse, and not 
always negative. This project has created a set of oral source materials with some accompanying manuscript 
material, which can be used to complicate the understanding of the lifelong impact of being in care. 
 

 Dr Joanna Sassoon, ANU; formerly Project Manager: Forgotten Australians and Former 
Child Migrants oral history project 

 
  

A more detailed article on the project methodology is published as ‘Memory for justice’ or ‘justice for memories’: 
Remembering forgotten Australians and former child migrants.’ Archifacts October 2010 25-34. 
 
 

The Sydney Theatre Company 25th Anniversary Oral History Project 
 
The Sydney Theatre Company 25th Anniversary Oral History Project was inaugurated in 2003 by the 
Company’s Archives. The first interview was conducted by Caro Millsteed in July 2004. Caro was the Oral 
Historian until September 2008, during which time she conducted 28 interviews. After a short hiatus, in April 
2010 Margaret Leask took on the project and to date has recorded a further 21 interviews. Originally 
interviews were recorded on cassette tapes and these have now been transferred to a digital format for 
preservation and access. Margaret is continuing with interviews digitally recorded using a Zoom H4n Handy 
Recorder and Rode microphones. 
 
While including many actors and directors, the oral history project has also focused on those behind the 
scenes who create the magic of theatre. The Sydney Theatre Company’s inaugural season, at the Drama 
Theatre, Sydney Opera House, opened with The Sunny South on January 1 1980 (after an interim season 
presenting other companies’ productions). Since then, many performers, directors, designers, writers, 
composers, technical and stage management staff and administrators have contributed to the company’s 
prolific output, audience enjoyment and critical acclaim.  
 
The company’s style, repertoire and facilities have changed greatly in more than 30 years and the oral 
history project aims to record a wide variety of memories from individuals who have participated in the 
company’s work at the Opera House, the Wharf and Sydney Theatre over this time. Interviews with such 
essential ‘behind the scenes’ people as the board directors, education officer, subscriptions manager, friends’ 
organiser, make-up designer, stage manager, general manager and lighting designer complement the 
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memories of actors, directors, writers and set and costume designers who tend to take centre stage in the 
eyes of audiences and critics. 

 
Research using material from 
the company’s extensive archive 
is undertaken before interviews 
with the aim of stimulating 
memories beyond just those 
prompted by photographs or 
reviews. The main focus of 
interviews is on the 
interviewee’s involvement with 
Sydney Theatre Company 
(STC) but given that most 
practitioners work across the 
performing arts industry (often 
involved with developing or 
creating film, television and 
radio projects while acting, 
directing or designing for the 
company), the influence of a 
subject’s whole career tends to 
be captured in the interview 
process. What always emerges 

clearly is the importance of 
collaboration and shared 
experience. 
 

Often the hardest task for the oral historian is to find a three-hour session or two when an interviewee can be 
available to respond to questions! The company is constantly in a state of production, performance and 
touring and staff have little time to sit and remember - the focus is always on getting the next show ‘up’ and 
all members of the team have important roles to play.  
 
It is very enjoyable to record interviews at the 
company’s Wharf base – everything happens here 
from set and prop making, rehearsals, costume and 
lighting design, administration and publicity, box-office 
sales and performances. There is a constant buzz and 
many reminders that this is a creative workplace all 
day and half the night. Interviews have been recorded 
while The Wharf Revue rehearses in the studio above 
(familiar tunes with new, satirical lyrics and lots of tap 
dancing) or a whole stage set is trundled past the room 
accompanied by what seems like a complete library of 
sound effects.  
 
In 1996 the STC, which has produced over 1,500 
plays, workshops, play readings and events since its 
inception in 1978, was the first performing arts 
company in Australia to establish its own dedicated 
archives’ repository to house its corporate records, and 
to employ a trained archivist. STC Archives collects 
and preserves significant records created by or for the 
company and makes them available to researchers for 
reference. Archived material and information is used in 
the daily operation of the company, and adds to the 

heritage of performing arts in Australia. 
 
There are two main groups of records: administrative 
records including annual reports, minutes of meetings, 
licences, contracts, departmental operating files, 

 

              STC Archives’ Education Exhibition 2012. Photo: J Seeff© 

STC Archives’ exhibition of records pertaining 
to productions by STC of plays on the NSW 
Education HSC curriculum, mounted for 
OnStage Week, 2012. Photo: J Seeff © 
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correspondence, etc.; and production information found in season brochures, programs, posters, archival 
recordings, production photographs, reviews, prompt copies, scripts, designs for sets, props, costumes, 
lighting and sound, etc.  
 
Oral history interviews 
with people who have 
had a close connection 
with the company 
augment the official 
documentary record 
collected in STC 
Archives. Their 
recollections of the 
experiences creating and 
maintaining the company 
and theatre, in their own 
voice, flesh out the 
process and the history, 
and reinforce the aspect 
of the human element 
behind the endeavour. 
STC uses these sources 
for information, and in 
presentations and 
exhibitions. 

 
The aim of the STC 
Archives’ Digitisation 
Project, which began on 
November 20 2012, is to capture the STC’s analogue archival footage, and digitise it for preservation for 
posterity. STC records one performance of every production for archival and research purposes; and 
recordings, from the inception of the company until the advent of digitisation, exist in different formats, such 
as U-Matic, BETA and VHS. The STC recordings are digitised using state-of-the-art digitisation equipment 
acquired by the AusStage consortium to preserve video collections of Australian performance for future 
research, and kindly lent to STC for the period of the project. Information about the digitised STC recordings 
will be entered into the AusStage database. AusStage provides an accessible online resource for researching 
live performance in Australia (www.ausstage.edu.au). 
 
To date, over 200 VHS and 5 U-Matic recordings of STC productions, in various conditions, have been 
digitised for ongoing reference and research. This project has been made possible by the generosity of STC 
donors in response to a campaign initiated by the STC Philanthropy Department. 
 
STC Archives is open to the public on Tuesdays and Wednesdays between 10am and 5pm, by appointment 
with the archivist, Judith Seeff. Telephone (02) 9250 1745 or email jseeff@sydneytheatre.com.au 

 
 

Margaret Leask and Judith Seeff 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

STC Archives’ exhibition of records about the establishment of the company, 
at STC Open Day, 2010. Photo: J Seeff © 
 

 

Andrew Williams, 
Technician for STC 
Digitisation Project, 
2013, with the 
SAMMASolo 
digitiser, and 
various playback 
machines. Photo: J 
Seeff © 
 

 

http://(www.ausstage.edu.au/
mailto:jseeff@sydneytheatre.com.au
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Documenting natural disasters: the March 2012 Wagga Wagga floods 
 
The flood in North Wagga Wagga and surrounding areas in March 2012 had a heavy impact on the local 
region, coming only 18 months after the flood in December 2010. The damage resulting from storms and 
floodwater affected thousands of people across the region as well as within the Wagga Wagga Local 
Government Area. The decision to evacuate some 8,000 residents at short notice and the inundation of 240 
homes in North Wagga tested the community’s resilience. 
  
In 2012 The State Library of NSW decided to commission a small number of oral histories. Looking to build 
on other environment-related collections, and to increase the library’s documentation of the impact of 
extreme weather events on communities, I chose to start with the March 2012 Wagga Wagga floods. This 
was slightly arbitrary, but the floods had just happened, and the library was looking to expand its 
collaboration with regional libraries such as the Wagga Wagga City Library – so once I had made the 
approach to Claire Campbell, the Manager of Library Services at the Wagga Wagga City Library, it all fell into 
place quite easily. Claire was extremely enthusiastic about partnering with the library on this project, and 
swiftly set about identifying a suitable local historian – award-winning author Sherry Morris – to conduct the 
interviews. 
 
After several 
emails and 
phone calls, all 
three of us got 
together for a 
day to settle on 
the scope of the 
project – the 
number and 
range of people 
to interview and 
the themes to be 
covered. The 
budget allowed 
for at least 22 
interviews; we 
decided a good 
number should 
come from North 
Wagga Wagga – 
the most flood-
prone part of 
town and where 
residents are 
known for their 
slogan ‘we shall not be moved’. Others to be included were emergency service workers, council workers, 
farmers, young people, elderly citizens, representatives of the Indigenous population, and recent immigrants. 
 
We agreed that the interviews would be full life stories, with a focus on experiences of the flood. We devised 
questions that would explore comparisons with past floods, local government planning and responses 
(including environmental management and change), the role of  the SES, army and fire brigade,  methods of 
communication (including use of social media), loss, damage and other impacts of the floods, community 
responses, resilience and recovery. 
  
Thirty people were interviewed between June 2012 and January 2013.  What resulted was a wonderfully 
diverse set of interviews, giving multiple perspectives, replete with a wealth of information from the 
technicalities of levee construction and pump systems, to the failure of the carpentry in contemporary 
kitchens to withstand water damage. 
 
Sitting safely at my desk in Sydney, it was disturbing, moving and inspiring to review the interviews as they 
came in. As many interviewees related, nothing can prepare you for the harrowing experience of a flood: the 
uncertainty of the days before – the warnings, the fear, then the rush to evacuate; dealing with the reality – 
houses flooded to the roofline, contents swept away; the rescue effort; and finally the relief when it is over, 
only to face the devastation and the depressing task of cleaning up. The interviewer, Sherry Morris, was well 
connected to the community; as a local resident, she was welcomed into people’s homes, often still 
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damaged and barely habitable, and elicited the trust and confidence of the residents to tell their stories with 
great openness.   
 
From Andrew Mason, Wagga 
Wagga City Council’s flood 
rehabilitation supervisor, who 
has been in charge of the 
levee inspections during the 
past two floods, we learn how 
they had just finished 
repairing the damage from 
2010 floods when March 
2012 floods came and 
‘smashed’ up roads and other 
infrastructure again. He 
relates the frustration of 
people ignoring warnings and 
continuing to drive through 
flood waters, ending in 
accidents and rescue 
operations. 
 
Others took the warnings 
very seriously.  Poignantly, 

Frank Jarfoi, a former refugee 
from Sierra Leone and 
community leader, recounted 
how members of his community, conditioned by their experiences fleeing rebel fighters in the civil war back in 
Africa, just  left ‘with their pants and shirts on’ when they heard the evacuation order.  For Frank it was a 
particularly disturbing time; even though war wasn’t the cause, the very act of having to leave home and 
seek refuge elsewhere –and not knowing what to expect – brought back painful memories of the civil war he 
and his family had left behind in Sierra Leone. 
 
Many, such as Graham White, a farmer, James McTavish, the regional SES director, Virginia Anderson, a 
North Wagga Wagga resident, and Laurie Blowes, the head of the North Wagga Residents Association, told 
graphic tales of the violent and destructive force of such a large mass of moving water: cars, equipment, 
fences, poles, household goods, furniture, washing machines, mixed with paint and chemicals, got shoved 

and swept around, both 
outside and inside houses – 
sometimes landing hundreds 
of metres away from the 
original location. Virginia 
Anderson, who had never 
experienced a flood and 
whose house was severely 
damaged, said:  that mud is 
something else. It’s not just 
mud, it’s effluent and dead 
animal and petrol and I’ve 
never smelt anything like it. I 
think I will always remember 
the smell of the floods.  
 
Andrew Mason spoke of his 
mixed feelings about visits 
from politicians – a familiar 
story of media-driven fly in 
visits, with the community left 
wondering when it will get 
the funding it needs for 
infrastructure investment, 
especially to increase the 

 

 

                       Under water: Christine Pullen’s house 

                                   Sandbagging through the night. 
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height of the levees. From Andrew we learn of the intricacies of Council’s planning and prevention work, and 
his sense that people continue to learn and to prepare better.  He said:  to walk around and see people’s 
lives completely and utterly destroyed is something I never want to see again. 
 
There is much to digest, analyse and learn in this collection of 
interviews. Strong themes emerge, especially of communities 
pulling together and resilience. These stories reaffirm what 
other similar oral histories in recent years (such as the 
Queensland floods or Victorian bushfires) reveal: the 
extraordinary capacity people have to assist one another, to 
recover and to rebuild. The North Wagga Wagga residents 
give an added insight into what it means to be so attached to 
living in one place, that not even repeated flooding can 
convince people to relocate their homes. And the emergency 
service workers, engineers and surveyors give fascinating 
insights into their work, of the history of Wagga Wagga’s past 
floods, the changed environmental factors at play, and their 
future prevention plans. 
 

I believe this project 
has succeeded in its 
aim: to create an 
important record of 
community 
perceptions of an 
extreme climate 
event. This, 
eventually, will add to 
the mix of records – 
scientific reports, print 
media, documentary 
films and so on – 
available to future 
climate researchers, 
government planners 
and citizens. The 
interviews – available 
as digital sound files 
at both the Wagga 
Wagga City Library 
and the State Library, 
provide a valuable 
resource – both for 
the Wagga Wagga 

community and other 
communities that live 
in flood prone areas. 

As the NSW State Librarian and Chief Executive Alex Byrne said at the launch of the project at the Wagga 
Wagga City Library in February this year: Allowing communities to tell their own story is vital and, thanks to 
our partnership with Wagga Wagga City Library, locals now have a valuable record of personal narratives on 
this major event. 
 

Sally Hone, Curator, Oral History, State Library of New South Wales 
 

Click on the links below to listen to Andrew Mason and Frank Jarfoi relating their experiences of the 2012 floods: 
  
Andrew Mason edit.mp3 can be accessed at https://slnsw.egnyte.com/h-s/20130405/ae1a365e41e14ad4 
Frank Jarfoi edit.mp3 can be accessed at https://slnsw.egnyte.com/h-s/20130405/34d74f5ba9c2462e 
 
   
 

 

 

                              Press conference with Prime Minister Julia Gillard 

          After the floods, the debris. 

 

https://slnsw.egnyte.com/h-s/20130405/ae1a365e41e14ad4
https://slnsw.egnyte.com/h-s/20130405/34d74f5ba9c2462e
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My Longest Round: the Life Story of Wally Carr: the writing process 
 
'The silences I speak of here are unnatural; the unnatural thwarting of what struggles to come into being, but 
cannot.' André Gide (1) 
 
Wally 'Wait-a-While' Carr is an Australian and Commonwealth champion boxer who held over 12 titles. He 
fought from featherweight to heavyweight, was one of the last men to fight the 15-rounder and fought 101 
professional bouts in his 15-year boxing career. He grew up in western NSW and moved to Sydney at the 
age of 16. His story offers an Aboriginal man's perspective on rural NSW and inner-city Sydney life: the two-
up games, the gangsters, and the way working-class neighbourhoods looked out for each other. It is about 
professional boxing and Wally's life after retiring from boxing in 1986 – the loneliness and despair. It is also 
about Wally's courage in overcoming addiction and his determination to survive and live with dignity. 
 
One Saturday afternoon in 2005, a friend asked me to go with her to the Cauliflower Hotel in Waterloo, in 
inner-city Sydney, to meet Wally Carr. He was looking for someone to write his life story. There weren't many 
people in the pub - a couple of punters following the races and just a few men at the bar. Wally came over 
and quickly took centre stage, talking in his gruff voice, fast and forcefully about himself. He was very intense 
and emotional and spoke with conviction and passion. He told us how back in the late 1980s he started 
imagining that his life story would be written into a book but he had not found anybody to write it. From this 
first encounter I understood he felt he had suffered deeply in his early life, he had achieved a great deal in 
his boxing career and he was upset that he had not received public recognition for his achievements. After a 
couple of meetings we agreed that I would write his life story. 

 
I was motivated by my sense of wanting to 
rectify the injustice of an untold story; a story 
that for various reasons had effectively been 
silenced. Wally's life in itself was of interest 
and so were the wider historical and social 
contexts that his life intersected with. I was 
taking a leap into the unknown. I was aware 
of my social and economic location and 
realised I would be consciously negotiating 
spaces relating to my own privilege and 
oppression (2). I was not afraid to grapple 
with, for example, my whiteness, woman-
ness, disability or total lack of boxing 
knowledge.  
 
I soon discovered that although Wally had 
some wonderfully detailed recollections, there 
were significant gaps in his knowledge of 
what happened in his past. Some of his 
recollections were neither accurate nor 
historically factual. He was also very impatient 
when it came to being interviewed. Wally and 
I agreed early on that archival, primary and 
secondary source research and oral 
interviews were essential to gathering 
information about his life and contexts.  
 
It was not easy tracking down people from 
Wally's past but when I did they were all very 
happy to assist. Wally and I travelled to 
Queensland, Victoria and all over NSW 
interviewing family members, teachers, 
people Wally grew up with and worked with, 
ex-boxers who had fought him in the ring, 
managers, trainers, referees and judges, 
boxing fans, gangsters, and various people 

from inner-city Sydney. I designed the general    
interviews with Wally present. Wally was at a 
very low point in his life. He was volatile, often 

lost his temper, and was not very sociable but we developed trust in each other. Wally needed to trust me 

 

                        Wally Carr as a young man 
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with the very personal information that I was uncovering and writing into a story. I needed to trust him as a 
companion as we moved into terrain that was unfamiliar to me, to learn from him, and know that together we 
would ensure the integrity of the interviews.  
 
I was well aware that with Australian governments and Australian society's long history of violence and 
cruelty towards the Aboriginal peoples of this land, I as a non-Aboriginal person would justifiably be viewed 
with suspicion by most Aboriginal people. Before arranging interviews, we always consulted older family 
members and other Elders wherever we went and gained their approval and advice. This process took time 
and happened over many visits to an area. It also meant I would fit into other people's life rhythms and get to 
know those people on various levels. Everyone was very kind and generous in the sharing of their memories 
and in terms of the hospitality they offered us. I believe they wanted to see Wally's story written and saw that 
I was working with Wally to capture the detail of his life and context. Wally was always present and always 
the central focus.  
 
This was the case with all interviews. I doubt I would have obtained the depth of information and honesty 
from the boxers and other men I interviewed without Wally present and central. I knew very little about the 
male world I was entering into and was on a very steep learning curve. 
  
Given the nature of memory and oral-history recollections, I corroborated all information by checking it 
against two or more other sources. I combed through overseas and local newspaper archives, boxing 
magazines and rare boxing footage to get exact details of Wally's fights. Due to the 1909 NSW Aborigines 
Protection Act which remained in force until 1969, I had access to an incredibly detailed mountain of archival 
material: records kept to control where Aboriginal people could live, where they could work, the kind of jobs 
they could do, who they could associate 
with, who they could marry, who should or 
should not receive rations, who should go to 
school and where, who should see a doctor, 
who was identified and often expelled as 
'trouble makers' - and the list goes on. A lot 
of this information was incredibly personal 
and painful to Wally, his family and 
community and needed to be handled with 
care. It enabled me to fill out many of the 
details of Wally's family history and the 
contextual realities of these Aboriginal 
people's lives, so severely controlled and 
constrained by the laws and actions of 
British colonial policy makers, 
administrators, teachers and white settlers 
in general. Archived letters and reports 
made it very clear at the micro-level of 
Wally's paternal family experience, how 
colonial policies were enacted, how 
Aboriginal people were being treated as 
biologically, socially and culturally inferior 
beings. It was also very clear from these 
records how Wally's paternal aunties 
refused to accept these goings on and 
fought back.  
 
There was no way I could rush the research 
and writing of this book. I attended funerals, 
birthday parties, visited people in hospital – 
people I had in terms of my life span only 
recently met. I was often in the middle of 
large gatherings of people I didn't know who 
knew Wally and each other well. In all these 
situations Wally talked about himself. It 
meant I knew Wally's voice extremely well. I 
had begun to pick up Wally's language, his 
character and his point of view almost by 
osmosis.  
  

 
                  Gayle Sobott and Wally Carr 
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Once I completed the bulk of the research, I made the decision to write in the first person narrative. I felt that 
the best way to illustrate Wally's character was for my pen to embody his language. This was the way to 
capture the action, the drama, the humour and the tragedy. It was from this point of view that I could best 
incorporate the oral culture of naming family or bloodlines and to represent Wally's personality, his attitude to 
life, his Aboriginality, his maleness, his rural background, his urban, working-class experiences and the 
boxing world. I felt this was also the best way to communicate with an important section of the readership I 
was aiming at who did not have the time or inclination to read more academic, formal texts. I felt that this 
story had to be colloquial, natural, frank and immediate as if Wally was speaking to the reader. I knew Wally 
well enough to be able to translate the information I had gathered into his voice. It was not only the 
vocabulary and his way of talking but also his way of thinking. 
 
I have no doubt that I was also weaving in my political views, my values, my sense of contexts and these 
contexts were being written into the colloquial, first person voice of someone who never talked much about 
context. Wally however did not have a problem with identifying with these contexts once written. I read 
everything I wrote to him to make sure he agreed with it. There were times when he disagreed and I would 
make changes. Due to his short-term memory problems, he often later forgot what I had read to him but I feel 
secure in knowing he understood and approved everything. I also gave the last draft of the book to Wally's 
Aunty Violet who is considered a family elder and to Lionel and Jenny Munro who both Wally and I hold in 
high regard as significant Aboriginal community leaders.  
 
I was careful to treat everybody mentioned in the book with respect. I made choices about material to include 
and not to include. At times I asked members of Wally's family for their opinions on some sensitive matters. I 
wanted to represent the violence, sex and drugs but not to give too much weight to this aspect of Wally's life. 
In writing a life, and while still respecting historical accuracy, I was after all creating a character. I wanted the 
reader to remain interested in this character, to keep reading and in the end to feel fulfilled for having read 
the book. If I chose to write in the third person narrative I could provide analysis, tell the reader how to think, 
operate within a greater range of vocabulary and grammatical structure. I believe it is more difficult to pass 
on knowledge using colloquial and simple language. It is also though perhaps more accessible to a much 
wider group of readers, and less limiting in terms of the reader’s involvement in the actions of sensemaking. 
Writing in the first person I left clues, built understanding and provided information that would prompt the 
reader to come to conclusions (depending on their outlook). I expect the readers of Wally's life story to 
participate, to struggle; to think for themselves. 
 
I chose a style of speaking that represented the young Wally growing up in a rural setting. I changed the 
style and pace gradually to mark the changes in his personality from the time he got to Sydney, through the 
different phases of his boxing career and when his life took a plunge into a downward spiral. Any life story 
can only be a linear version of the subject, a representative slice of reality. The writer creates a rendition of a 
life. I wanted the reader to feel they know Wally, that his voice is as authentic as possible and I wanted Wally 
to be proud of the book. Interviewers ask Wally, 'What did you mean when you wrote...' and Wally answers 
claiming ownership of the words and the story. Some people have said to me, 'It's just like Wally is talking to 
you. Did he tell you his life story on tape and you wrote it all down?'  
  
The issue of categorising a work of this type is of course very complex. The first person narrative is 
traditionally the domain of autobiography, not biography. There are also those who believe that the writer 
cannot completely separate their own lives from the life they are writing about, ie that a biography is also an 
autobiographical reflection of the writer. There are also the ethical questions about the authenticity of voice 
and ownership of the recorded oral narratives of an indigenous person's autobiography mediated and written 
by another person, usually a white scholar. (3) I prefer to see this writing as a life story, a literary non-fiction 
based on archival research and oral history interviews that came about through the informed collaboration of 
many kind people. 
 
In writing this life story of Wally Carr I have very definitely made sense of and ordered his life according to 
Western literary biographical structure. I do not claim otherwise. I have done so by using the first person 
narrative which is not usual. I argue in this case that the first person narrative has the potential to subvert 
some of the more limiting aspects of biography when writing the life stories of people from silenced, 
oppressed, marginalised groups. The more successful a writer is at representing the voice of the subject in a 
book like this, the less his or her skills and hard work are recognised. I believe I have succeeded in giving 
voice to the untold story of another human being. Writing a life story in the third person narrative is more 
favourable to an author in terms of receiving acknowledgment but I crafted the first person narrative style 
specifically to write the biography of an Aboriginal man.  
 
This means that in terms of promotion, there is no space for me to talk about the book to Aboriginal 
audiences, that is Wally's domain. There is no space for me to talk about male spheres of existence, about 
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sport in Australia, about boxing, that again is for Wally to do. But that an untold story is told by the flexibility 
and creativity of my writing self is what I want to promote both in the literary sense and in the sense of giving 
a real body to the practice and maybe theories of disrupting discourses of oppression.  
 
Wally Carr has lived an interesting, gutsy and complex life characterised by wonderful humour and stamina. 
He deserves recognition for his life achievements. I hope I have contributed to this in a small way through my 
writing. 

 
Gaele Sobott, oral  historian  and  writer  

 
 
NOTES 
(1) As cited in the preface to Olsen T, Silences, London: Virago, 1980 
(2) For further reading on understanding privilege and oppression - Audre Lorde's paper, 'Age, Race, Class, and Sex: 
Women Redefining Difference' 1980 and Toni Morrison,  Playing in the Dark, New York: Vintage, 1992 
(3) Barbara Caine discusses some of these issues in her book, Biography and History, Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2010, pp. 71-73 In relation to Indigenous autobiography mediated by another person she cites Basil Sanson, 'In the 
Absence of Vita as Genre. The making of the Roy Kelly Story' in Bain Attwood and Fiona Magowan (eds), Telling Stories: 
Indigenous History and Memory in Australia, Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 2001, p.102 
 

 
 

‘Revisiting’: Because it’s always been more than oral history! 
 

 
In preparing this article, I have been asked to explore the theme of ‘revisiting’ in relationship to oral history 
interviews and my history practice. This was a timely reflection as I’m coming up to near 20 years working in 
the field of new media and community history. 
  
Revisiting is not necessarily for me about honing interview skills, although of course that happens. Revisiting 
in my practice is part of a process, a fundamental component to building relationships in a community with 
residents and groups; to collaborate and produce layers of sound, stills and moving image that add to and 
introduce new dimensions to people’s stories.  
 
The primary, initial layer of digital media engagement in my practice always involves a comprehensive 
sound-oral history recording.  
 
Part of my preparation in 
engaging populations and 
securing participants is to 
undertake extensive 
research and analysis to 
develop and establish a 
framework for a project and 
identify themes pertinent to 
that community. Depending 
on the project, I may have 
met and engaged residents 
at a community event, 
sometimes many times; and 
at that event on occasion I 
may have introduced 
photography. The more I 
engage people, the more 
trust and closer the 
relationship I establish, the 
better the collaboration and 
new media outcomes.  
 
My capacity to organise and 
be strategic came from a prior 
life in state government, working as a human resources practitioner and then as a policy and research 
analyst for over a decade. I applied these skills to my creative work and historical practice.  

 

Therese Sweeney with one of her large format photos from the Pioneers of  
the Fringe project. 
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Background 
 
Revisiting has been a constant theme in my practice since 1994, when I began returning to my community of 
origin and surrounds on the fringes of south west Sydney. I had grown up in Green Valley (a public housing 
estate made up of six suburbs), from the early 1960s and carried a strong desire to return; I have always 
maintained close ties and bonds with families there. 
 
Photography was a very important layer to my engagement strategy because my community lacked visual 
imagery. I taught myself photography, on the job, at the start of this journey and the following year studied 
social history (theory) formally at university and also film (production). I developed all my research and 
project work on Green Valley at university, guided by Dr Paul Ashton, who at the time was my tutor. My 
photography was picked up Alan Davies, Curator of Photography, State Library of NSW, whilst I was a 
student at UTS. 
 
 I understood and believed that adding image to sound - be it portraiture, documentary, observational video 
moments or scanning a person’s private photographic collection - enhanced the dignity of a recording, 
adding texture and connection to a person’s history. It seemed efficient as well, for further cultural production 
or exploration. 
 
My initial motivation was to archive historical work in libraries, so as to ‘claim space’ for fringe communities 
under-represented in our cultural institutions, rather than a personal push to exhibit in galleries; though there 
has been a bit of that too. I was attracted to the longevity of representation in libraries and museums and 
also to the potential to stimulate research and attract generational audiences. Today, my sound and image 
project work is represented in Sydney, inner city and south west local libraries in NSW and the State Library 
of NSW. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Establishing a cultural organisation 
 
In 2008, I conceptualised a strategy to ‘package’ my experience, to share and create a more enduring vision, 
establishing a not-for-profit entity, Memory Bank Cultural Media Incorporated. The primary purpose of this 
entity was ‘to collect knowledge and memories from ageing residents before it is lost’; through training and 

                             Ivica Boskovich, Austral 2008. Photo: Therese Sweeney 
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digital engagement, to create enduring archives for future generations. Many months were spent in research, 
including writing and testing the ‘pitch’ in an attempt to raise funds. I was supported during this phase by 
Shopfront at the UTS, again led by Dr Paul Ashton, who believed in the concept of Memory Bank, my skills 
and the broad vision. 
 
A case study: Pioneers of the Fringe, Postcode 2179, South West Sydney 
 
The market gardening community of Leppington and Austral, a semi rural landscape on Sydney’s fringe, 
housed the highest concentration of ageing migrants from South East Europe in NSW. These market 
gardeners had pioneered growing and farming methods and supplied the Sydney basin with food during 
World War II. The area was being transformed into a city, its population set to increase from 4500 residents 
to over 200,000 people in coming years.  
 
Memory Bank planned an engagement phase with these ageing residents, to capture important knowledge 
through oral histories and photography, in primary partnership with Outer Liverpool Community Services (the 
local community agency). It received support from Shopfront at UTS and some sponsorship at Liverpool City 
Council. A management committee was established by Memory Bank, with key representatives from the 
community and other relevant agencies and business partners, to steer and oversee the project. The project 
timeframes were established from 2009-2012. 
  
Funding 
 
Over 12 months I also met extensively with key cultural/library agencies and with government heads of 
departments at the local, state and national level, pitching the vision to raise funds and support. Whilst there 
was some praise for the vision, no public funding was forthcoming at any level or through any agency. No 
funding grants were approved either. 
 
Prominent families from the region, second and third generation businessman, whose parents and 
grandparents worked hard to create the wealth they now enjoyed, were also approached during this time in 
the hope of securing some major donations. Many approaches were tried and tested, often to no avail. 
However, in late 2009, a private, prominent local farming family in the south west Sydney region committed 
to regular  
 
donations for the duration of the project. Also, a private grant was successful through a Melbourne based 
foundation. 
 
Digital engagement 
 
An extensive ‘on the ground’ engagement began at key sites in the landscape, promoting the project, 
seeking participants and getting referrals from residents (always ongoing). Posters were printed and put up 
in local shops (printing was sponsored), various articles appeared in the local press and I held radio 
interviews. This engagement phase of the work was arduous and painstaking but also creative, fruitful and 
strategic. 
 
Memory Bank based its operations in a makeshift office at Austral Bowling Club for the duration of the 
project. After a few months of me being seen and talking with residents there (who either lawn bowled or 
played bingo), I set up a makeshift photographic studio over two days and shot approximately 70 portraits of 
ageing residents in the club. From that shoot/engagement, more subjects were identified for oral histories; 
the series of black and white portraits would be archived and/or used later for an exhibition/publishing. I also 
recorded the voice of the bingo ‘caller’ as well as the male voices playing bowls, as ‘soundscapes’ or aural 
history. I videoed one of the women playing bingo and photographed people bowling or playing bingo. 
From time to time, the screens at the club were used to further engage, show photos and communicate with 
members. 
 
Similar strategies were adopted at other sites in the landscape like the Leppington Bocce Club which I would 
revisit many times, seeking subjects and attending parties and celebrations and videoing the pioneering 
market gardeners from Yugoslavia playing Bocce or shooting their portraits. Many subjects were secured at 
this site.  
 
One person’s archive 
 
I don’t know how many bus trips I went on with Outer Liverpool Community Services to secure subjects. One 
woman I met on those bus trips, an older resident who had barely left her property since migrating from 
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Yugoslavia, was by all reports difficult to ‘crack’. I was told by the locals that she would never talk to me. It 
took me many months to build trust with Ivica, who eventually did talk with me and agreed to participate in an 
oral history.  
 
Ivica and three other women also featured in an exhibition of mine through Casula Powerhouse Arts Centre, 
titled ‘Intimate Moments’. I collaborated with Ivica to produce a short silent video, filming her simply walking 
around her disused poultry sheds on a now barren property. This was projected onto a large building surface 
in the local CBD in the evening for many weeks. I have also photographed Ivica’s property and taken many 
portraits of her at home and at the Bocce Club. Ivica also participated in a farming forum I hosted in the 
theatre at Casual Powerhouse which included a screening of a film titled ‘Tomato Stories’, in which she 
featured. This multimedia collection is all now part of Ivica’s archive that will endure.  
 

 
Outcomes 
 
The collection phase of the project, in which extensive digital sound recordings as oral histories, photography 
and video layers were secured in collaboration with residents, ceased in July 2012 (as did the funds). The 
digital assets that were produced aimed for high production levels and standards. The management 
committee of Memory Bank and I as managing director envisioned that the work would represent an online 
new media community history project.  
 
This is now to be realised throughout 2013 in collaboration with the library staff at UTS, who are currently 
developing the technical infrastructure to house the project as their pilot. It will take 12 months. 
This pilot will be launched online through their open learning source, giving access to both students and the 
general public. E-books developed from the content are also planned and will be published through the UTS 
library service. 
 
In fact, following the pilot, my extensive community history work to date will form part of this initiative with the 
UTS library. This is a great privilege and a great relief! My archive includes: ‘Conversations at the Diner’, 
Kings Cross, launched for Heritage Week in 2007(extensive oral histories, photography and text); Green 
Valley from 1994-2013, with particular focus on the nuns and residents from St Therese Parish, Sadleir 
(extensive photography, oral histories, videos and short films); Bringelly City on the Edge, 2005/06 (extensive 
photography and video), and my current project, to name a few. 
 

 Video still, featuring Ivica Boskovich - 'Pioneering' from the series Intimate Moments, 2009. Artist: Therese Sweeney 
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Current work 
 
My most recent project is Workers’ Histories from the 20th Century, Camden Park Estate, Belgenny Farm 
Trust. This project has been running since 2011 and is ongoing. It is now almost as big as the Pioneers of the 
Fringe project. 
 
I applied for this Belgenny Farm Oral History project as I felt it fitted very well with my work to date in south 
west Sydney and would enrich me and develop my knowledge and appreciation of farming activity, economy, 
community and social life in the region. It has been a tremendous learning opportunity and my research and 
preparation for this role as oral historian was absolutely fundamental in engaging coherently with subjects.  
 
The focus for most of 2013 is preparing the digital collections for archiving with the library staff at UTS. The 
role of Memory Bank will be revisited in the second part of 2013, to produce a new strategic plan to identify 
future projects and funding opportunities. Visit www.memorybank.org.au 
 
 

Therese Sweeney 
 
Postscript: Just after delivering this article, Therese Sweeney learnt she’d been given the opportunity to 
present the Pioneers of the Fringe project to the Oral History Association in Oklahoma City, USA, in October 
2013. What great news! 
 
 

Reminiscence and oral history 
 
This year we seem to be experiencing numerous natural disasters – severe storms, floods and fires are 
reoccurring more often than is desirable. With each fresh disaster those who experienced such events before 
often feel the need to talk of their experiences. My own experiences have prompted me to make a comment 
or two about reminiscence. 
 
Reminiscence confirms a sense of personal identity – ‘I was there’! It is a story that may be recorded for its 
historical value, however, it is a story that is told in a personal way and not in response to planned questions. 
The challenge for the oral history interviewee is to recognise that at times a client may wish to reminisce and 
tell the story in their own way. The ‘telling of the story’ becomes the main purpose rather than the recording 
of history. It is a story that allows the individual to be seen as a valued member of society. Reminiscence 
evolves from the lived experience of the individual, and their knowledge and skills are on display.  
 
The history of past events can enrich and inform an understanding of current events and is the foundation of 
our cultural heritage. Remember to indulge and listen to those who like to tell of the past. 

Joyce Cribb 
 

 
COMING EVENTS 
 
Between May 11 and 26, Penrith City Council is presenting a number of events (including a poetry reading 
by Jack Thompson), to celebrate the bicentenary in 2013 of the first successful European crossing of the 
Blue Mountains by the explorers Blaxland, Wentworth and Lawson. For program details phone 02 4732 7645 
or go to the website www.penrithishere.com.au 
 
June 29 Masterclass with Paula Hamilton, ‘Who listens to oral histories?’. At Sydney Mechanics’ School of 
Arts, Level 1, 280 Pitt Street 10am-1pm. 
 
September 15 Deadline for proposals for presentations to the XVIIIth International Oral History Association, 
to be held in Barcelona July 9-12, 2014.   Proposals may be for a conference paper, a thematic panel or a 
workshop session. For more information visit http://www.iohanet.org/ and follow the links.  
  
 
For details about these and other upcoming events, visit the OHAA -NSW website, http://www.ohaansw.org.au/ 
 
 
 
 

http://www.penrithishere.com.au/
http://www.iohanet.org/


 24 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 


