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EDITORIAL 
 

Welcome to the 53rd issue of Voiceprint. 
Momentously, this is also the last issue! After 26 
years of publication, firstly in print, and 
subsequently online, Oral History NSW has decided 
to replace it with a blog.1   It will be titled Hearsay, 
and will carry similar content to Voiceprint, posted 
online with greater frequency and immediacy.  It 
will also provide the opportunity for readers to 
comment.  Hearsay will be up and running on the 
Oral History NSW website very soon.  We 
congratulate all past editors and authors for their 
contributions to Voiceprint over the years, but with 
Hearsay, Oral History NSW looks forward to 
continuing the traditions of sharing, inspiring and 
informing that have characterised their work since 
publication began.  We believe that a blog will 
dovetail well with our social media presence on 
Facebook, and will build on the electronic media 
initiatives begun by Sandra Blamey during her time 
as President. 

In association news for this issue, Joyce Cribb 
details the significant contributions to Oral History 
NSW made by Sandra, who is retiring from the 
committee.  Sandra joined the association in 2000, 
was elected to the committee in 2006, and was 
President from 2010 to 2012.  Also, current 
President Prof. Paula Hamilton outlines the 
association’s achievements for 2014-2015, and her 
aspirations for it going forward.  And on the 
national front, we present the citation for 
Tasmania’s Jill Cassidy, who won this year’s Hazel 
de Berg Award for Excellence in Oral History, 
presented at Oral History Australia’s national 
conference in Perth in September.  Kylie Andrews 
has written an informative summation of her 
impressions of that conference, and this is prefaced 
by some additional information on contributors 
from Sandra. 

Kylie has also written a summation of our June 
seminar, where three speakers each presented 
contrasting yet complementary perspectives on 
interviewing, and the papers presented by the three 
speakers then follow.  For many, these four pieces 

will be the highlight of this issue of Voiceprint.  The 
speakers were: oral history collection curator and 
experienced ex-radio producer Catherine Freyne; 
psychotherapist Dr Alison Clark; and historian and 
writer Dr Margot Beasley.  The seminar provided a 
detailed and compelling examination of many 
possibilities and pitfalls in oral history enterprises.  
Later, Margot has also provided a separate article 
on her work editing a large oral history collection 
focussed on Liverpool NSW, creating audio extracts 
and accompanying text for the Dictionary of 
Sydney’s website. 

Events outside the association’s direct ambit are 
also well represented.  Articles include: a 
compelling short report by Judith Godden about a 
conference centred on the history of medicine in 
Australia and New Zealand;  Tim Carroll reports on 
an inspiring oral history-based book from the 
Bankstown Youth Development Service;  Sydney 
Radio journalist Louise Darmody’s establishment of 
a business dedicated to preserving family stories in 
audio form is chronicled;  Ann Howard talks about 
the writing of her book A Carefree War, based on 
recollections of Australian children evacuated 
during WW2;  and last, but by no means least, we 
bookend this final issue with Asher Milgate’s article 
about his photographic and oral history exhibition 
focussed on the Indigenous community of 
Wellington in the central west of NSW – the 
selection of images reproduced here is not to be 
missed, and there is a website link to more images 
and audio links. 

We would like to heartily thank all contributors 
to this final issue of Voiceprint.  It has been a 
privilege and pleasure to bring you their excellent 
work, and we hope you will all soon become 
devotees of the new blog, for which Sally will 
continue in the role of editor. 

– Francis Good & Sally Zwartz  
1

 “Blog: a regular record of your thoughts, opinions, or 
experiences that you put on the internet for other 
people to read.” (Cambridge Online Dictionary)

  
 

     The statements made and opinions expressed in this publication are those of their respective authors and 
are not to be understood as necessarily representing the policies or views of Oral History NSW or its editors. 
 

     Members’ notices are included solely for information as a service to members and are not to be 
understood as carrying any endorsement on the part of Oral History NSW or its editors. 
 

Back to top  
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President’s Report for 2014/2015 
 
 
At the AGM held on 29 August 2015, Paula Hamilton spoke about her aspirations during the 
previous year.  Here is a summary of her remarks, followed by her formal President’s Report 
tabled at the meeting. 
 
 

  When you become president of an organisation like this you immediately become aware of all 
the work that has gone before, both visible and invisible, over the years.  A not-for-profit is ‘the 
work of many hands’ as they say. 
  In the year since I have become president, I have tried to do the following things: 
●  Focus more on sociability in the organisation, so that we have not just meetings and an 

involvement  in education, but develop networks and relationships. 
●  Move beyond the interview to focus on ways oral history is used in a variety of formats. Some 

have been saying that oral history’s ‘deep dark secret’ is that no-one listens to the interviews.  
I would like to change this, even if we are only listening to a radio program or snippets in an 
exhibition.  A focus on access to oral histories is the key. 

●  Build on the tradition of Oral History NSW giving basic interview workshops by introducing an 
‘intermediate’ series which will bring people back to reflect on their craft and practice. 

●  Bring us into the 21st century by tackling new media head on – both in our organisation’s 
communication and conceptually in our work. 

●  Get greater recognition for our professionalism.  While oral history is a democratic practice, I 
do believe in acknowledging and working with expertise, particularly that which has 
developed over a long period of interviewing. 

 
Oral History NSW President’s Report for 2014/2015 Year 

It has been a busy year for your committee and I 
will be telling you here about some activities we 
have developed as well as some of the work, 
initiated by former President Virginia Macleod, that 
has come to fruition.  During this year we welcomed 
28 new members as well as sadly losing some: long-
time fellow oral historians Judy Wing and Nan 
Manefield  both passed away. 

Over the last few years OH NSW has aimed to 
diversify our offerings and increase our outreach 
activities.  Two initiatives of the previous committee 
bore fruit in the 2014/15 year.  The first was a 
project with Rachael Vincent, the Regional Museum 
Officer at the Riverina Museum, who secured a grant 
of $150,000 from Arts NSW titled ‘Talking Machines: 
a regional partnership to revive rural technology 
collections in the Riverina’.  Our part of the project 
was to provide workshops for Indigenous 
participants.  One of our members, Therese 
Sweeney, gave a very successful workshop in 
Wagga.1 

The second was a partnership involving Liverpool 
City Council, RAHS, and OH NSW to help make the 
content of the Dictionary of Sydney’s oral history 
collection more accessible.  We donated $5,000 to 
curate, identify and digitise a collection of oral 

histories completed in the 1980s about the Liverpool 
area, work which was carried out by Dr Margo 
Beasley for the Dictionary.  Our second $1,200 
donation was to contribute to technological 
innovation on the Dictionary website which made it 
easier to access oral histories in general. 

As your new president, I embarked on a process 
of developing the profile of the organisation further 
by setting up some issue seminars at intermediate 
level that went beyond the basic workshops which 
we continue to do twice a year with the RAHS and 
that are important for all newcomers to the field.  
The first of these was also held in conjunction with 
RAHS and PHA (NSW), where we aimed to have a 
convivial evening drink for people to network and 
chat as well as have some intellectual stimulation 
with a themed seminar. 

The seminar Possibilities and Pitfalls in Oral 
History: the Interview in Perspective was held on 
June 11 with three speakers who helped explore 
differences between types of interviewing and also 
reflected on oral history’s particular qualities.  It was 
an enormous success and a great feeling to be part 
of a wider group of oral historians who are 
everywhere – over 45 people came from both 
Lismore and Canberra as well as all parts of Sydney.  
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A big thanks to everyone involved who helped to 
make this such a great event.  If you couldn’t make 
it, you can read a report in our final  issue of 
Voiceprint [see below]. 

Similarly, towards the end of June we held an 
intensive workshop on digital storytelling which was 
conducted by Helen Klaebe from Queensland 
University of Technology and her colleague Bryan 
Crawford.  This seminar was very well-attended, 
attracting participants from all over the state and 
beyond, with one participant flying in from 
Melbourne.  Klaebe and Crawford provided a 
thorough overview of the steps involved in creating a 
digital story, which gave participants the tools to be 
able to go home and feel confident enough to 
further explore this medium.  The workshop 
culminated in a viewing of all the digital stories 
produced on the day, which was a moving and 
inspiring note to end on. 

We have a couple more events coming up with 
the same intention in September and October that I 
hope you can attend.  Before the AGM on August 
29th, we have a seminar titled From the Margins to 
the Centre: Some major LGBTI projects in which 
Robert Reynolds, Shirleene Robinson and Scott 
McKinnon will reflect on their involvement in these 
significant oral history projects.  In September Doug 
Boyd, who is the keynote speaker at the OHAA 
conference in Perth, is coming to Sydney to present 
an Oral History NSW seminar on how technology is 
changing the practice and purpose of oral history.2 

In our final event for the year, this October, the 
well-known English oral historian Anna Green will be 
coming over from New Zealand, where she now 
lives, to speak about intergenerational oral histories 
in families. This should be a great seminar for those 
doing oral histories with different family members – 
grandparents, daughters, sons and grandchildren.  
Even siblings often have a very different memory of 
the same events within a household, so we should 
have a great discussion about the nature of memory 
as well as the issues in conducting oral histories. 

We’ll also be running our regular basic training 
workshop, Capturing Memories: Oral History in the 
Digital Age, in partnership with RAHS in October, 
which will be led by Janis Wilton and Andrew Host. 

Finally, this year we also ran a special workshop 
with the Indigenous curators at the state library who 
would like to interview elders and other members of 
communities they visit in NSW in the course of their 
work for the library – and we hope that this will be 
the beginning of an important relationship and the 

building up of indigenous collections across the 
state. 

Our ongoing partnerships with both the Royal 
Australian Historical Society and the State Library of 
NSW have been essential to our functioning and 
success over the last few years and I would like to 
take this opportunity to thank these organisations 
for supporting Oral History NSW. 

The Committee this year has done a great deal to 
further the work and profile of the organisation, so I 
would like to thank Andrew Host, Leonard 
Janizewski, Linda West, Sandra Blamey, Sue 
Andersen, Virginia Macleod, Graham Hinton and 
finally Anisa Puri who was seconded to the 
committee when she arrived last December from her 
work as project officer on the Australian Generations 
project in Melbourne.  Sandra Blamey has been 
indefatigable in managing the website with Sava 
Pinney.  Sandra unfortunately has to retire, but Sally 
Zwartz will step in to help out here.  I would also like 
to thank both Francis Good and Sally Zwartz for the 
sterling work that they have done to produce 
Network News and Voiceprint between them over 
the last year. 

Next year we will be keeping Network News, 
which is vital for getting out messages of events and 
information to members but we will phase out 
Voiceprint.  We have set up a Facebook page, soon 
to be live, and will have a blog on our website for 
more active discussion of issues arising in our 
community.  We will let you know when this 
happens, so please think about posting a short piece 
that will help us all to exchange ideas and 
communicate with each other. 

The volunteer help we receive from members on 
the committee is invaluable and it is hard for others 
to appreciate what it takes to keep things bubbling 
along.  So a special thank you for years of work to 
retiring members Pat Francis, Virginia Macleod3 and 
Leonard Janizewski.  We will be electing two new 
committee members at the end of August AGM. 
Paula Hamilton, President 2014-2015 
29 August 2015 
 
 

1  Workshops were also provided by Francis Good in 
Wagga in July and November 2014 (with Virginia 
Macleod) and in Dubbo in March 2015 (with Mary 
Hutchison). 

2  See reports on these events either in this issue of 
Voiceprint or forthcoming on the new OH NSW blog. 

3  Virginia Macleod subsequently re-joined the committee 
for 2015–16. 

Back to top  
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Oral History NSW Committee Members 2015-16 

Paula Hamilton, elected President 2014–15 and 
2015–16, is an Adjunct Professor at UTS, teaching in 
the public history program, and supervises post-
graduate research students in history and other 
areas of the Faculty.  Paula has a long-term interest 
in cultural memory, particularly collective 
remembering through oral narratives.  She remains 
committed to facilitating historical work for wider 
audiences and promoting links between the 
academe and the public sphere.  See UTS profile 
HERE. 
Catherine Freyne graduated with a BA at the 
University of NSW with honours in history in 2000.  
She joined the ABC in 2001, where she produced 
history features for Hindsight, and joined the Social 
History Unit in 2008.  Catherine is currently 
Historian at the City of Sydney, where one of her 
responsibilities is carriage of the City’s extensive 
oral history collection. 
Andrew Host has worked in the sound recording 
industry since 1980, and was active in sound 
recording and editing when analogue audio gave 
way to digital.  Andrew’s current work includes 
digitisation from old audio and video formats and 
the preservation of old recordings.  He is keen to 
help oral historians achieve a high quality sound file 
appropriate for archiving. 
Graham Hinton joined the committee as Public 
Officer in 2012.  He became a member of the NSW 
Branch of OHAA  (now Oral History NSW) shortly 
after moving from his position at the National 
Museum of Australia in 1988 to work in community-
based museums.  As Curator at the Jervis Bay 
Maritime Museum (formerly the Lady Denman 
Maritime Museum) Graham’s role covers all aspects 
of museum work. 
Virginia Macleod grew up in London and moved to 
Australia in 1978.  She works as a public historian 
and has employed oral history in publications and 
exhibitions including Liverpool Migration History 
and Rockdale Migration history and how migrants 
use Rockdale’s parks.  She conducted life interviews 
with Forgotten Australians and former child 
migrants; other projects included workplaces; the 
home; long-term Randwick residents; 
pharmaceutical factory employees and 
environmental activists.  Virginia was President of 
OH NSW (then NSW Branch of OHAA) from 2012 to 
2014. 
 

Dr Scott McKinnon is a postdoctoral fellow at 
Western Sydney University.  He is the vice-president 
and oral history project co-ordinator of the Pride 
History Group, a community group focused on the 
history of Sydney’s LGBTI communities.  He has 
undertaken oral history projects investigating 
histories of cinema-going and histories of sexuality.  
His current research looks at the social impacts of 
natural disasters.  Scott was elected to the 
committee at the 2015 AGM. 
Anisa Puri is an accredited professional historian 
and project manager, with a Master of Public 
History from Monash University.  She is currently 
working as a consulting historian and is co-writing a 
book titled Australian Lives: An Aural History due to 
be published by Monash University Press in 2016.  
Anisa was previously on Oral History Victoria’s 
committee before joining the Oral History NSW 
committee when she relocated to Sydney in 
December 2014. 
Linda West previously worked at the State Library 
of NSW in the Mitchell Library Reading Room, 
providing client access to oral histories (along with 
other materials) held by the State Library . Linda 
developed an interest in oral history and now 
volunteers in the oral history section of the State 
Library.  Her interest at the moment is how oral 
history is made available once it is captured. 
Sally Zwartz has been co-editor of OH NSW’s online 
journal Voiceprint since 2012.  She has a 
background in journalism/editing and long 
experience in interviewing both in that context and 
for oral history projects (see here).  At the moment 
she works at the Royal Commission into 
Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse.  She 
also produces/presents a podcast for kids, hosted 
on Eastside Radio.  Sally joined the committee in 
2015. 
 

New OH NSW Members in 2015-16 
Penelope Sheppard – COLEAMBALLY 
Nien Yuan Cheng – CHIPPENDALE 
Tracey Lang – FORSTER 
Gina Twyble – MOSMAN 
Fiona Bowring-Greer – CHAPMAN 
Rosalind Hewett – DOWNER 
Ian Berger – CARLINGFORD 
Allan and Joy Murrin – OATLEY 
Peter Lynch – BONDI JUNCTION 

Back to top

http://www.uts.edu.au/staff/paula.hamilton
http://talkaboutplace.com/
http://eastsidefm.org/blogs/catch-it-by-the-tail/
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►     ASSOCIATION NEWS 
 

 

Sandra Blamey retires from Oral History NSW Committee 
 

By Joyce Cribb 

 
Sandra Blamey 

Image courtesy Richard Blamey 

Sandra came to oral history with a background in 
working with overseas aid agencies engaged in 
fostering community development.  Her interest in 
oral history and appreciation of its significance in 
recording social history was awakened during her 
years of professional and voluntary work with the 
recognition that the importance of listening to all 
members of any community is vital in discovering 
their values, strengths, and options for positive 
change.  When nearing retirement and on 
becoming a volunteer recording oral histories for 
the Mosman Library, she undertook a Diploma in 
Public History at the University of Technology 
Sydney. 

She joined Oral History NSW (formerly the NSW 
Branch of the Oral History Association of Australia) 
in 2000 and was elected to the committee in 2006.  
During these past 15 years she has worked and 
devoted herself tirelessly to reinvigorate oral 
history in NSW and across Australia.  Last month at 
the AGM of Oral History NSW Sandra Blamey 
retired from the committee.  Oral history has much 
to thank Sandra for and is grateful for Sandra’s very 
active years of service.  We wish her well in her 
future endeavours. 

Sandra was elected as President in 2010 and 
immediately took on what can only be described as 
a full-time work load in service to oral history.   On 

becoming President she was obliged to move the 
office from the State Library of NSW as space was 
no longer available.  Sandra established a 
collaborative partnership with the Royal Australian 
Historical Society.  This involved setting up a new 
partnership and arranging for meetings to take 
place in History House.  This move required 
considerable physical work (boxes of files to move) 
as well as skilful negotiation for meeting and 
storage space so the work of the organisation could 
continue without interruption.  Her energetic 
efforts contributed substantially to the survival of 
the NSW association and its development of a new 
vitality.  Seminars and workshops emphasising the 
usefulness and opportunities created by digital 
technology were held jointly to inform the wider 
history community about oral history.  Sandra also 
promoted educational opportunities with local 
government councils, local libraries, museums and 
art galleries, where, with others, she has arranged 
workshops and seminars.  Sandra also encouraged 
expansion of Oral History NSW’s oral history 
extension program, by organising workshops and 
seminars in country areas in which she has often 
also actively participated. 

As President of Oral History NSW Sandra worked 
tirelessly to reinvigorate the association by ensuring 
good governance and improved management.  
Members with particular skills were invited to 
undertake specific tasks.  She wrote an operations 
manual for guidance of committee members and 
encouraged the membership to be involved in the 
work of the committee. 

Wherever members have been unavailable 
Sandra has stepped in to undertake tasks that 
required attention, such as upgrading the website, 
revising procedures, manning the advice and 
enquiry telephone contact line, catering for events, 
etc.  Sandra has also always made herself available 
to help and provide advice to members, amateur 
oral historians and novice professionals. 

As a major initiative to develop online 
communication with and between members, 
Sandra established the monthly email Network 
News and edited the first 20 issues from October 
2010.  This ensured news of ongoing initiatives was 
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with members each month.  The setting up of Oral 
History NSW’s website was another new initiative 
undertaken by Sandra.  This involved a considerable 
amount of time in acquiring the skills to continue to 
maintain the website with interesting and useful 
information and connections for members.  She has 
also been active in encouraging members to ensure 
their oral history projects are deposited in 
appropriate archives for easy reference and access.  
She has been enthusiastic in providing 
opportunities for others to explore oral history in 
their respective fields and to feel more confident 
about the strength of their oral history work. 

As President of Oral History NSW, Sandra 
became a member of the national committee.  She 
immediately became involved in planning to bring 
the governance of Oral History Australia Inc. (OHA) 
in line with current not-for-profit business 
standards so that OHA might improve its 
effectiveness in leading the state associations and in 
promoting and preserving oral history.  Sandra drew 
on her experience with non-government 
organisations in researching and drafting  new 
constitutions for Oral History NSW and Oral History 
Australia.  These new constitutions completely 
revised the basis for the functioning of oral history 
organisations across Australia.  The six 
independently incorporated State associations now 
formally collaborate and mutually support each 
other through OHA.  The current success of Oral 

History Australia and Oral History NSW flows 
substantially from her tireless and dedicated work.  
Through Sandra’s efforts, oral history in New South 
Wales is now better recognised and valued by other 
historians and the history community in general. 

On first joining oral history, Sandra conducted an 
active oral history practice.  She undertook oral 
history projects requested by various local 
organisations, individuals and families, all of which 
were conducted on a voluntary basis.  All have been 
documented and archived as appropriate.  Among 
her local studies reports are Katandra Bushland 
Sanctuary;  New Land New Life: Immigrant Yugoslav 
Families in the Warriewood Valley NSW 1932-2003; 
and The Settlement of Serbian Immigrants in 
Australia and the Establishment of the First Serbian 
Orthodox Church-School Community, St. Sava,  
Ingleside NSW, 2003. 

However, in recent years, Sandra’s devotion to 
improving the governance and general 
management of the NSW and national oral history  
organisations has involved so much of her time and 
energy that she has not been able to attend to her 
personal practice.  We trust that Sandra will now 
have the opportunity to devote more time to her 
own interests. 

To Sandra, good luck with whatever you 
undertake in the future and thank you for all your 
hard work.

 

 
“The setting up of Oral History NSW’s website was another new initiative undertaken by Sandra.” 

 See www.oralhistorynsw.org.au Back to top  
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The Hazel de Berg Award for Excellence in Oral History 2015 
awarded to Jill Cassidy 

 
 

By Sue Anderson 
President, Oral History Australia 

 

 
Jill Cassidy (L) with her award, 

& OHA President Sue Anderson 

Jill Cassidy has made an outstanding 
contribution to the cause of oral history in Australia 
for almost 30 years, undertaken both in a 
professional and voluntary capacity. 

Working at the Queen Victoria Museum and Art 
Gallery (QVMAG) in Launceston, Jill conducted oral 
histories which formed the basis of exhibitions to 
commemorate Australia’s Bicentenary in 1988.  She 
later authored a number of publications  including 
Launceston Talks: Oral Histories of the Launceston 
Community.  As a result of the project’s success in 
documenting the history of northern Tasmania, Jill 
was appointed as the Museum’s first Oral Historian.  
She went on to initiate, manage and conduct 
further oral histories, exhibitions, publications and 
ran engaging and successful public programs.  Jill 
firmly established the Museum’s collection and her 

commitment to recording and preserving interviews 
ensured the collection continued to grow and that 
oral history became an integral part of QVMAG 
exhibitions.  Jill’s contribution here was exceptional.  
She was also a member of the Editorial Committee 
for The Companion to Tasmanian History. 

In 1991, soon after being appointed as Oral 
Historian at QVMAG, Jill initiated the formation of 
the Tasmanian Branch of the Oral History 
Association of Australia, now Oral History Tasmania.  
She has been either branch President or Secretary 
since its inception, and has edited the newsletter 
Real to Reel for most of that time.  Jill has tirelessly 
contributed to the promotion of oral history 
practice in Tasmania.  She has conducted annual 
oral history workshops in Hobart and Launceston, 
along with others around the state, when 
requested.  She has given talks about oral history to 
many groups from historical associations to school 
groups and has contributed a number of oral history 
papers to conferences and seminars.  Jill ran a local 
oral history symposium for Deviot – the community 
where she lives.  She has also played a central role 
in the national association, as President and as the 
Convener of two very successful national 
conferences.  She has been a member of the 
national executive since 1991. 

Jill has played a central and critical role in 
Tasmanian oral history.  She continues to be the 
heart of Oral History Tasmania and has generously 
mentored many Tasmanian oral historians. 

 
 

 

 
Oral History Tasmania 

 
Back to top 

  

http://www.oralhistorytas.org.au/index.html
http://www.oralhistorytas.org.au/index.html
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►     REPORTS & PROJECTS 
 

 

Possibilities and pitfalls in oral history: the interview in perspective: 
an Oral History NSW seminar 

 

Kylie Andrews provides an excellent summary of the Oral History NSW 
seminar on 11 June 2015, below.  The speakers’ papers follow (note: 
these are presented here just as they were delivered, unaltered for print). 

On the evening of June 11, a group of speakers 
invited by Oral History NSW presented a range of 
unique perspectives into the nature of ‘the 
interview’.  With a broadcaster, a therapist and an 
oral history commissioner on the panel, the session 
provided a cross-disciplinary range of perspectives 
that examined the nature of the interview within 
other fields, bringing into focus the unique nature of 
the oral history interview.  As the title suggests, 
there are possibilities and pitfalls in any oral history 
undertaking and the evening provoked a sense of 
mindfulness that could be applied to oral history 
work; a mindfulness that contextualised the specific 
purpose of each oral history project and the 
ramifications of the process on both the subject and 
the historian.  This mindfulness then, would foster a 
more transparent and productive relationship 
between interviewer and interviewee and encourage 
a more valuable exchange of information, tailored to 
the individual purpose of each oral history project.  
Oral historians were subsequently called on to 
consider ‘who is listening?’; to reflect upon the 
function of their work within a spectrum of sorts – 
whether primarily needed to ‘fill the gaps’ in history 
or to make deeper investigations into personal 
experiences and emotionally charged memories. 

Chaired by Professor Paula Hamilton, the panel 
comprised Catherine Freyne, Alison Clark and Margo 
Beasley. 

 

Prof. Paula Hamilton chaired the seminar 
Image:  Paul Szilard of RemekTek Media, 2015 

Historian and broadcaster Catherine Freyne 
primarily spoke of her time as a producer of history 
content for the ABC Social History Unit and Hindsight 
programs (her experience with the use of the 
interview within broadcasting differs to her current 
work as an oral history producer and curator for the 
City of Sydney History Unit).  Within broadcasting, 
the audience is a primary consideration and 
interviewers have their own agendas and opinions 
that directly influence the process of the interview.  
In one example, Catherine explained that 
broadcasters often pre-interview their subjects, 
providing an opportunity to brief the guest on the 
focus and nature of the forthcoming interview and 
to ensure a level of transparency for both sides.  This 
pre-interview preparation also gives the broadcaster 
a chance to get more information, useful if the 
subject has a relatively private, undocumented 
history.  (In the later discussion, it was suggested 
that a pre-interview for an oral history would be 
counter-productive however, as amongst other 
things it encourages the subject to tailor or 
reconstruct testimony in advance rather than having 
their recollections and opinions recalled 
extemporaneously.) 

Catherine also reminded us that interview 
formats in broadcasting are modified according to 
purpose and the more a project is edited, the more it 
is removed from the core function of oral history.  
These edited, broadcast interviews are less ‘intact’, 
more reconstructed to suit the producers’ historical 
agendas.  A Hindsight program for example, would 
modify the interview more than say, a Margaret 
Throsby interview.  Freyne also spoke of the 
audience reach of the ABC’s Social History Unit 
(lamentably now defunct), and the ability for certain 
history broadcasts to gain audiences of 150,00 for 
live broadcasts plus another 150,000 through 
podcasts; the history interview clearly capturing the 
public interest.  There was also some discussion 
about the different technical priorities between the 
ABC and the City of Sydney Archive, using oral 
history at different ends of the spectrum.  On the 
one hand for the ABC interview, broadcast quality 
was key, whereas for the Council’s oral history 
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collection, content was primary.  More necessary to 
have the stories collected before the voices were 
lost. 

Dr Alison Clark presented a therapist’s 
perspective of the interview process.  With ethics at 
the forefront, oral historians were encouraged to be 
mindful of the confessional nature of the interview 
and the risks opened to the interviewee.  Whilst the 
dynamic of the patient-approaching-the therapist is 
generally reversed within oral history practice, Alison 
suggested that there is a shared obligation to ethical 
practice. 

Alison referred to journalist and biographer Janet 
Malcolm’s likening of the journalist’s interview to the 
infiltrations of a burglar, rifling through private 
memories1.  She reminded us that the interviewee is 
vulnerable.  During the oral history interview the 
subject’s recollection process can be stressful and 
upsetting, compounded by the realization that their 
testimonies become official and public; oral histories 
can be potent and long lasting.  This leads to the 
question, where do oral historians sit on the 
spectrum for duty-of-care for our subjects?  Lower 
than a therapist, but higher than a journalist?  There 
are clearly complicated ethical parameters for oral 
historians. 

Alison suggested that similar to therapy, oral 
historians need to ‘meet the other person where 
they are’, to be aware of the subject’s perspective 
and mindset and frame their approach accordingly.  
Alison also suggested that oral historians make an 
effort to consider the emotional truth to the 
subject’s being (they may be in denial about 
something), explaining that ‘there are disjunctions 
between conscious and unconscious thought’.  As 
oral history interviews become more personal, they 
may open an emotional can of worms that the 
interviewee is not even aware of as they share their 
story, so oral historians should be cautious as they 
may need to protect or guide the interviewee 
through their process of revelation.  Practitioners 
whose interviewees may be vulnerable should be 
aware that there is now the possibility of post-
interview therapy for those who may need some 
assistance with dealing with what the interview 
process may have unlocked, or perhaps just to 
modulate their emotional state and contextualise 
the sharing process.  There was also some discussion 
as to how interviewers themselves may be at risk 
through an exposure to traumatic memories.  There 
may be affiliated counsellors on the project who can 
offer guidance in all of these areas. 

To prevent these vulnerabilities, one question 
was raised about the validity of blanketing the oral 
history process with a proviso that the interviewee 
‘not disclose anything sensitive’ to avoid emotional 
trauma or fear of disputes over privacy.  This was 
followed by a brief discussion of the alternative: that 
although at times complex, through a transparent 
and ethical framework it is possible to produce oral 
histories that are revealing and deep, for the 
enrichment of historical knowledge.  Helpful in this 
are the caveats on release dates, such as a set 
release time (e.g. after the death of the interviewee), 
which can allow information to be shared that 
normally wouldn’t be.  Oral histories otherwise 
would too often be ‘safe’ and bland. 

Dr Margo Beasley discussed her career as a 
public historian and writer and her engagement with 
oral histories – as a historian who sometimes uses 
and records oral history; arguing that her recurring 
engagement with oral history was a testimony to its 
value and usefulness as a historical method.  Margo 
explained that her goal in creating collections for 
public use through the City of Sydney archives was to 
collect and create oral histories to be of use in the 
long term and for various purposes.  Unlike oral 
histories within themed collections that address 
specific historical questions, public archive oral 
histories are broad and more accessible for different 
purposes.  Producing an oral history for this type of 
public archive means the historian must avoid 
forcing the interview into a predetermined narrative 
that may limit evidence useful for another historian 
in the future.  Thus it is necessary to keep each 
interview as open and broad as possible, even 
‘allowing it to be boring’ in a way. 

Margo also gave us an insight into the mindset of 
a commissioner for public history, grouping existing 
oral histories into broadly themed collections and 
the commissioning of new projects.  Stressing that 
one key feature for all relevant oral histories is the 
need to contextualise the subject and the reason 
why the interview was included in the collection.  
This explanation is important as it locates the subject 
in history and whilst it may not be relevant for the 
immediate purpose of the interview, it is necessary 
to allow future historians to access and analyse the 
material in a variety of ways.  Citing the case of one 
of Virginia McLeod’s interviews, Margo explained 
how a limited life perspective from one interviewee, 
could, with the right background information 
provided, be re-purposed to provide a new 
understanding of that person’s testimony and data 
for another history. 
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Discussion followed, and responding to the 
lament that many oral histories are not being 
utilized, questions were raised about the disconnect 
between good oral histories and their lack of 
accessibility and usefulness.  Margo’s belief in the 
importance of background data and contextual 
information was one remedy, suggesting historians 
provide detailed information about the interviewer, 
the curator/commissioner, and the specific agenda 
for the creation of each collection.  (This is in line 
with Michael Frisch’s suggestion that accessibility 
could be greatly enhanced by providing summaries, 
abstracts and key words, applied with a critical eye, 
giving potential users a better understanding of the 

material – rather than solely focusing on transcripts 
which may not reveal a variety of issues underlying 
the testimony.2) 

Ultimately, transparency at all levels, for both the 
interviewee within the process and for the potential 
user in the future, is key.  The evening overall was 
full of insights and lessons that encouraged a sense 
of mindfulness, of how carefully oral historians 
should walk their various paths.  Using insights of the 
interview from other disciplines, oral history can 
become more ethical, more accessible and more 
knowable. 

     NOTES 
1  Brockes, E, ‘A Life in Writing: Janet Malcolm’, The 
Guardian (Online), 6 June 2011. 
2  Frisch, M, ‘Where’s Oral History Heading?’  Paper 
presented to Oral History NSW Seminar, State Library 
NSW, 15 November 2014.  Audio available HERE 
 

 

Catherine Freyne 
Historian, Culture & Creativity, City of Sydney 

The key questions we are addressing tonight are: 
• What makes oral history interviewing so 

unique? 
• What are the differences between 

interviewing for oral history, therapy and 
journalism? 

• Why does this matter? 

Before I share my thoughts on these questions, 
let me position myself in relation to history, oral 
history, journalism and the interview by telling you 
about my background. 

Since July last year I have been employed as 
Historian at the City of Sydney.  I am one of three 
historians and one of my responsibilities is carriage 
of the City’s oral history collection, which consists of 
more than 500 interviews and dates back to the ’80s.  
The collection was intensively developed by my 
predecessor Margo Beasley, who is here tonight. 

Back in 2000, I graduated with a BA at the 
University of NSW with honours in history.  I was 
considering further academic work in history but 
then got a job at the ABC (2001) which kept me very 
busy until last year.  It was a place where I was able 
to do research and explore and formulate ideas – a 
bit like a university actually.  A university of the 
airwaves, as Radio National has been described. 

This was especially the case when I was able to 
escape live radio production (where I began) and 
instead produce history features.  History features 
had been a significant and unique element in ABC 
Radio National’s output since the 1970s.  I made my 

first Hindsight feature in 2003, and managed to 
make a couple more before joining the Social History 
and Features Unit on an ongoing basis in 2008. 

Hindsight programs were usually produced inside 
about six weeks – just enough time to afford some 
original research and creativity in the telling of 
complex stories which brought together a 
combination of oral history, interviews with experts, 
location recordings, sound effects, readings by 
actors, script, music and archival material.  At their 
best, our programs brought the past vividly into the 
present, making an original contribution to 
scholarship and knowledge, and reaching hundreds 
of thousands of listeners, via the two weekly radio 
broadcasts and podcast downloads. 

I produced around 25 Hindsight features during 
my time at Radio National (RN).  Each one extended 
my skills and experience as a historian.  A public 
historian. 

In preparing this paper I have made use of a 
journal article by Michelle Arrow about history 
features on Australian radio.1  As a published 
historian who has also produced an award-winning 
history-based radio feature, Arrow urges other 
historians to investigate radio as a distinctive form of 
history ‘beyond the book’.  She argues that ‘radio’s 
aurality, creativity and relatively autonomous 
production modes offer rich possibilities to 
historians wishing to communicate their work to a 
broader audience.’  She notes the largely solitary 
nature of radio feature production which in many 

http://www.theguardian.com/culture/2011/jun/06/janet-malcolm-a-life-in-writing
http://www.theguardian.com/culture/2011/jun/06/janet-malcolm-a-life-in-writing
http://www.oralhistorynsw.org.au/oral-history-papers--audio-recordings.html%23ora8
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ways ‘resembles the work practices of academic 
historians.’ 

What the ABC brought me into daily routine 
contact with – much more than would have been the 
case had I pursued academic history – was the 
INTERVIEW.  Interviews are the currency, the spine, 
the stuff of talk radio.  The interview is everything.  
For live radio it really is everything.  And for radio 
features, it’s almost everything. 

I cut my teeth at the ABC as researcher on 
Margaret Throsby’s daily live hour-long profile 
interview on ABC Classic FM.  When I moved into 
producing crafted audio features I had to unlearn 
much of what I had assimilated in my time on the 
Margaret Throsby program.  What a relief to 
discover that my interviews didn’t have to be elegant 
and smooth like Margaret’s.  They didn’t have to 
unfold chronologically or even logically.  I didn’t have 
to keep an eye on the clock (in quite so strict a 
fashion). 

I remember being quite shocked early on in my 
radio career when I stumbled upon some raw 
recordings made by an esteemed features producer.  
She was off-mic, saying to this old timer: ‘Go on, just 
say what you were saying to me a second ago.  
About the miners.’  Then the fellow starts up and she 
says ‘Hang on, hang on, just wait for that noise to 
stop.  All right, go on.’  She was bossy, but she had 
him on board with what she was after; there was no 
need for airs and graces.  It was pretty much the 
opposite of the Margaret Throsby interview. 

Yet that is what conducting interviews for radio 
features is often like.  The end product is not THIS 
interview – in fact, likely as not, most of this raw 
interview will end up on the cutting room floor.  
From a 40 or 50 minute interview I might use 10 
minutes max.  And you have to be up-front about 
that.  You have to be able to explain to your 
interviewee where they will sit in the overall feature; 
the role they will play.  Then together you work to 
ensure that what exists on tape is what is needed, as 
a fragment of a much larger whole.  This is a far cry 
from a Margaret Throsby or Richard Fidler or 
Geraldine Doogue or Fran Kelly kind of interview.  
Yet that is what interviewing for Hindsight features 
involved. 

The interview that is recorded gets sliced and 
edited and polished and made to shine as a series of 
pithy gems, nestled within a rich, layered, 
heterogeneous yet integrated whole. 

In short, the individual interview is largely 
subordinated to a broader story – whether that be 

(to mention some of the subjects I made programs 
about) a labour history of Australian flight 
attendants; or a portrait of an eccentric who has 
fallen through the cracks of history, made up of the 
memories of those whose lives she touched; or an 
account of a rancorous dispute over the teaching of 
economics at Sydney University in the 1970s and 
’80s.  A 55-minute history feature might be built up 
from long interviews with a dozen different people.  
Some of the interviews might be with ordinary 
people who have lived experience of the subject of 
the doco.  A pair or a threesome might be 
interviewed together.  It might happen in a radio 
studio or on location with portable gear.  The 
interviewee might be showing me something as they 
are interviewed – in this situation I am aiming to not 
only elicit information and reflections from the 
interviewee, but also to include a sense of where we 
are and what we are looking at so that the listener 
may be transported to this very spot in their 
imagination.  Or it might be a very structured 
interview with an expert, based on my close reading 
of their scholarly work on a particular subject, aimed 
at drawing out their expertise in a conversational 
and engaging way. 

And of course, behind the recorded interviews 
are the research interviews. The ‘talent’-testing 
interviews.  The pre-interviews.  A very important 
aspect of what makes an interview good or bad for a 
radio feature is the personality of the interviewee.  
Radio listeners, like readers, have an ear for 
character.  Their curiosity about character will draw 
them through challenging or complex content.  So a 
key objective of the radio feature interview is to 
create a space for personality to spontaneously 
express itself.  I remember in a workshop conducted 
at RN by one half of the pathfinding American radio-
feature-producing duo the Kitchen Sisters, Davia 
Nelson said that she always gets her interviewees to 
sing something first up, to break the ice!  (Not 
necessarily with the tape rolling.)  I’ve always 
remembered that, though I never tried it. 

I’m speaking here to an audience of oral 
historians, and I know that all of this must sound 
chaotic and perhaps a big ask of the interviewees.    
It is indeed. 

There is a great fit between oral history and the 
radio, because of radio’s capacity to reproduce the 
voice and tone (replete with affect) as well as the 
words of the interviewee.  But to what extent has 
the platform afforded oral history by radio shaped 
the practice of oral history itself?  In the article I 
referred to earlier, Michelle Arrow notes that some 
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of the earliest large-scale interview projects in 
Australia were conducted not by academic historians 
but by radio broadcasters – for example Tim 
Bowden’s ‘Taim Bilong Masta’ (1981 - 350 interviews 
- Australian colonial experience in PNG) and 
Bowden/Nelson’s ‘Australians Under Nippon’ (1983) 
and Siobhan McHugh’s ‘The Snowy’ (1989).  ‘The role 
of radio in the development of oral history in 
Australia, however,’ says Arrow, ‘has not yet been 
extensively investigated.’ 

Certainly, the trajectory of oral history and 
history radio features has bifurcated in recent 
decades, with history audio features incorporating 
an increasing range of documentary modes and 
textural elements as an adjunct or alternative to oral 
history testimony. 

Which brings us back to the central question 
about the differences between interviewing for oral 
history and for the radio. They are significant, and 
increasing, as ‘storytelling’ trumps ‘history’ on the 
radio.  (Hindsight, as the only dedicated social 
history feature slot on Australian radio, was axed in 
2014.  On RN, history features now go to air as part 
of the general audio feature slot Earshot.) 

The first difference is the objective.  Oral history 
interviews are geared towards creating a primary 
historical document (as Margo will describe), to fill a 
perceived gap in the documentary archive.  And 
because this gap, once identified, cannot responsibly 
be filled by one or two representatives chosen for 
their charm, there is often a strong quantitative 
aspect to classic oral history work.  Individual 
interviewees are often part of a cohort or sample 
set.  And when you read about seminal oral history 
projects, the volume of interviewees is a key 
indicator of the project’s merit or significance (for 
example Paul Thompson’s The Edwardians – over 
400 interviews; Bicentennial Oral History Project – 
500 interviews; Australian Generations – 300 
interviews) and a strict methodology for ensuring 
representation of the Australian population in all its 
diversity.  Here we see that oral history is a meeting 
place for many of the social science disciplines – 
sociology, history, anthropology, folklorism – and 
oral history methodology derives much from these 
related research disciplines. 

This context changes everything.  Each interview 
becomes a pixel in a much larger canvas.  Later, this 
canvas can be viewed as a whole – hours and hours 
of audio and transcripts.  In the interpretation phase 
of the project, the data gets crunched and analysed 
according to the research questions posed by the 
historians who are interpreting the data.  Ultimately 

and ideally, components get discovered by historians 
who extract them and used them to furnish other 
smaller denser canvases (i.e. history publications or 
documentaries on particular subjects).  In this way, 
an oral history interview is conducted in such a way 
as to generate an asset, a primary source, whose 
future utility and significance is necessarily unknown. 

By contrast, as I have described, the way a 
broadcast interview is going to be used is crystal 
clear to the interviewer at the time of the interview.  
Or it should be.  If the interviewer isn’t sure where 
this interview sits within the broader context 
(whether that broader context is simply a spot in live 
radio show or whether that broader context is a 
complex documentary produced over several 
months), then the interview is weakened, made 
flabby and unfocussed.  That is pretty much the 
definition of a bad broadcast interview. 

In oral history projects, because of the cohort 
factor, individual interviews do not need to be 
scintillating, compelling, strictly adhering to a subject 
narrowly defined enough as to be coverable in a 
broadcast hour.  They are part of a much bigger 
picture.  They are undistilled.  They await distillation 
in the service of broader historical questions later 
posed. 

Because radio interviews are used in the service 
of broadcast content, resources are not routinely 
allocated to the formal archiving of raw material.  
Individual producers might be scrupulous and make 
sure their recordings are archived.  But most struggle 
to find the time to prioritise this.  This reduces the 
capacity of the raw recordings for future re-use. 

The second big difference is authority.  Oral 
history subjects who participate in formal, 
professional oral history projects are vested with 
more authority over their testimony.  They can place 
conditions on its use and re-use.  When oral history 
interviews are archived and made accessible to the 
public they are done so in an intact way.  Oral history 
testimony is less subject to the potentially distorting 
power of the edit.  While sometimes formal 
arrangements regarding permissions are struck 
between broadcasters and interviewees, this is not 
routinely the case. 

A third difference is where the interview sits on 
the public/private spectrum.  Both are public but 
oral history interviews are less likely to reach a mass 
audience.  And since the reputation of oral historians 
is untarnished by the exploitative approach of the 
commercial media, oral history interviewees are less 
guarded than broadcast interviewees might be. 
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The fourth difference is around technical 
requirements and location considerations.  As a 
radio documentary producer who has made use of 
existing oral history collections held in public 
institutions like the National Library, the State 
Library and the Museum of Australian Democracy, 
and working now with the City of Sydney’s oral 
history collection, I have observed something of a 
disconnect between what many oral historians 
understand to be adequate sound quality for 
material to be mined for broadcast, and what 
broadcast quality is.  This isn’t just about noise in the 
background.  Indeed, noise in the background is 
something that radio interviewers actively seek 
when doing field recordings, because the right kind 
of background noise can put the interviewee in a 

place that is apparent and meaningful and rich for 
the listener.  More importantly, it’s about the 
proximity of the interviewee’s mouth to the 
microphone, the quality of the microphone, the 
decibel level and the audio sample size of the 
recording.  But mostly, whether the interviewee is 
on-mic.  This is crucial for creating the immediacy 
and intimacy that radio is renowned for. 

So there are a few of my ideas about the main 
differences between interviewing for radio and 
conducting oral history interviews. 

NOTE 
1  Michelle Arrow (Macquarie University), ‘Invisible 

histories?  History features on Australian radio’ in 
Australian Historical Studies, Vol. 46, Issue 3, September 
2015 (online).
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Pyschotherapist 
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It’s in the nature of working as a psychotherapist 
that one’s ideas and researches tend to remain 
somewhat solitary and confidential, so it’s a real 
pleasure to be asked to think about the therapeutic 
interview (which never ceases to fascinate me) in the 
company of other minds and other disciplines. 
Particularly in the context of journalism and oral 
history, as the more traditional comparisons have 
been between psychotherapist and doctor, or 
psychotherapist and priest – which probably says 
something significant about assumptions relating to 
all of those fields. 

It seems to me that the psychotherapy interview 
involves two main elements which are both essential 
–  although perhaps not obviously compatible: the 
contractual element and the relationship element.  
One –  the contractual element –  functions 
impersonally, almost independent of the nature of 

the participants (assuming they are both in good 
faith), in order that the other –  the relationship –  
(which may be the closest in an emotional sense that 
some people will ever experience) can safely 
develop.  Of course in bleak moments patients might 
say, or think, ‘You’re paid to care’; but in general the 
contractual element and the rules of engagement 
(abstinence, confidentiality, regularity –  what we 
call the frame) work to support the relationship. 

One obvious difference between the therapist 
and the historian or journalist, of course, is that it’s 
the patient or client who is seeking the interview.  In 
fact, especially at the beginning, it may be they who 
implicitly or explicitly are conducting the interview to 
get a feeling for the therapist’s suitability.  In 
general, though, it’s a reasonable assumption, when 
someone presents for psychotherapy, that in some 
sense they are asking for help –  that they are 
unhappy about something, and hope that seeing you 
will make a difference; and they are prepared to 
invest their time, effort, and money to bring this 
about. 

Whether or not their hopes turn out to be 
justified, the therapist’s position of responsibility in 
such a situation is obvious; however, it’s hardly 
straightforward.  Clearly the therapist must not 
exploit the advantage that their knowledge and 
experience and the patient’s need would seem to 
confer; yet in the kind of therapy I practice –  which 
shares the psychoanalytic assumption that the mind 
has a mind of its own, independent of conscious 
intention –  what is being asked and what is offered 
can be a subtle and complex matter, and varies in its 

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/1031461X.2015.1069364
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application in almost every case.  The most difficult 
aspect of psychotherapy, in fact, may be the still 
almost universal resistance to acknowledging the 
effects of unconscious processes on emotional life. 

Within the ordinary range of non-psychotic 
mental health, some people come to therapy 
knowing they suffer from states of mind they’d like 
to change; while some want to unburden themselves 
about difficult circumstances in their past or present 
which they’ve struggled to come to terms with on 
their own.  But there are also quite a few who come 
expressing dissatisfaction with their work, let’s say, 
or their relationships, who are affronted by the idea 
that their dissatisfaction might have anything to do 
with the way they think and behave. 

So what effect does this complex state of affairs 
have on how a psychotherapist approaches the 
therapeutic interview?  Well, for one thing, it means 
that the therapeutic interview is generally not going 
to be an interview in the obvious sense in which an 
oral historian or journalist might conduct one; even 
though it involves the gathering of information by 
the therapist.  What I need to know in the course of 
my work may emerge almost independent of the 
narrated facts of a life, although the facts are very 
important, of course; yet so much information at the 
deeper emotional level is conveyed by people 
without their realising it.  It’s as if different aspects 
of a person were simultaneously compelled to 
communicate different, often incompatible, truths – 
all of which the therapist needs to be able to take 
into account.  To give you some examples: conflicting 
messages are put out by the highly anxious person 
who manages their unbearable sense of vulnerability 
by exerting a tyrannical control over their 
environment; or by the person in despair at the 
failure of relationships, who is unaware of their 
terror of being overwhelmed by getting too close to 
anyone.  But the truth is that almost everyone who 
comes into psychotherapy wants things to change, 
and at the same time dreads and resists change with 
all their might. 

This may sound like an impossible situation, but 
as for the interviewing historian and the journalist, I 
daresay, an empathic manner can help to overcome 
the fear and reticence the client or patient might feel 
at revealing themselves emotionally, perhaps for the 
first time.  I don’t know how much the old view of 
them prevails, but these days the psychotherapist is 
not required to be a blank screen for the patient’s 
projections which are then persistently interpreted 
back until they are recognised as such.  A more 
benign and sophisticated understanding of 

interpersonal relations now acknowledges the 
necessity of meeting the other person where they 
are, and of knowing and owning our own part in any 
relationship.  And yes, it is a situation which is open 
to abuse; not only in the obvious physical ways, but 
also through trying to wield undue influence, or by 
the therapist stupidly believing they have all the 
answers.  However, psychotherapists do go through 
a rigorous selection and training process, including 
ongoing ethical education, and, above all, their own 
analysis and supervision, with a view to developing 
their self-awareness and to safeguarding the welfare 
of their patients. 

As mentioned earlier, in the psychoanalytic view 
of things people reveal what’s on their mind because 
they can’t help doing so.  It’s as if, needing to be 
witnessed, the emotional truth of our being which 
we only access in relation to another person, speaks 
through us and often in spite of conscious intention 
–  through what we say, and even what we don’t say.  
As the American philosopher Jonathan Lear1 puts it: 

A core fantasy will manifest itself not only in what a 
person recognizes as the central dilemma of his life, but 
also in the way he opens the door, signs a check, makes 
a cup of coffee, chooses a pair of shoes, rubs up against 
a neighbour’s arm on a plane, makes a vinaigrette, 
invites a friend to watch the World Cup. 

As suggested earlier, an important difference 
between the situations of psychotherapist, 
journalist, and historian is that the therapist is being 
paid to introduce the patient to this truth about 
himself that he unwittingly reveals, in a way which, it 
is hoped, will enable him to live more freely and 
creatively.  It follows that every aspect of the 
therapeutic interview must ultimately be in the 
service of this aim; the therapist’s obligation and 
responsibility, however complex, are obvious at 
every level of their interaction. 

The other disciplines will hopefully have their 
own checks and balances to do with their particular 
aims; but I think there is a problem that we all face, 
which is this disjunction between conscious and 
unconscious intention that I’ve mentioned.  How can 
we be sure the other person really understands what 
they’ve signed up for, let alone realises how they 
may be affected by the person of the interviewer; let 
alone by telling a story which may feel like a precious 
part of their identity, and then seeing what the 
interviewer makes of it?  The therapist at least has 
the advantage of being able to address any fallout in 
subsequent sessions. 

In this context I’m reminded of a piece I read in 
the Guardian, Emma Brockes’ review of Janet 
Malcolm’s memoir A Life in Writing2.  In Brockes’ 
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account of her, the eminent biographer and 
journalist seems to take a rather dim view of her 
own professions, controversially declaring, ‘Every 
journalist who is not too stupid or too full of himself 
to notice what is going on knows that what he does 
is morally indefensible’; and likening the biographer 
(a species of historian) to ‘the professional burglar, 
breaking into a house, rifling through certain 
drawers that he has good reason to think contain the 
jewellery and money, and triumphantly bearing his 
loot away.’ 

It seems, then, that for this journalist and 
biographer-historian the use of an ‘empathic 
manner’ may not be unproblematic.  Brockes’ review 
describes the way Malcolm’s conscience seems to 
have been troubled by the potential in the formal 
interview for ‘hidden content, bad faith, above all 
flattery of a kind intended to encourage in the 
subject a false sense of security.’  And the solution 
she arrives at in the course of her writing life, which 
has included much controversy and a lengthy 
lawsuit, is that she decides she doesn’t need to 
induce people to confide in her through strategic 
friendliness, because ‘People tell you what they are 
going to tell you no matter what.’  

I have to say I don’t find that Malcolm’s 
conclusion entirely answers the case; but that may 
be because I find it hard not to think as a 
psychoanalytic therapist, for whom reciprocal 
unconscious influence between people can be 
negotiated, but not forsworn.  (And I’m thinking here 
of what I said earlier about never being able to be 
entirely sure about what effect the interview 
situation, or my own person, might have on the 
other; not to mention the effect on them of speaking 
about themselves or their family’s circumstances 
which may be highly charged emotionally.)  And this 
being the case, contractual arrangements and 
notions such as informed consent may not be as 
conclusive as we want to think.  Without the fee and 
rules of engagement and body of theory that 
structure psychotherapy and psychoanalysis, how 
does the interviewer take care of their subject, and 
how much responsibility do they have to do so?  

The need and desire to tell one’s story may well 
be its own reward, to set against the interviewer’s 
need and desire to obtain the story.  But there’s 
plenty of opportunity for the two parties to find 
themselves at cross-purposes, as Jeffrey Masson 
discovered when he read Janet Malcolm’s account of 
him in her book, In the Freud Archives.  Emma 
Brockes in the Guardian review quoted earlier 
remarks, ‘Masson comes across in the book as a bit 
silly rather than immoral, a reminder that wounding 
someone’s vanity is a greater provocation than 
ostensibly graver injuries.’  Which may be true 
enough, but who wants to look like an idiot in the 
public domain forever? 

Stories, as we all know, as well as being 
emotionally invested with the identity of the teller, 
are potent shapers of opinion and behaviour and 
policy; and so the position of the interviewer who 
selects and interprets and perhaps publishes other 
people’s material is one of power, which includes the 
power to injure.  The painful histories that bring 
some people to psychotherapy; or the stories of 
institutional abuse that emerge after decades; or 
holocaust, colonisation, and refugee stories cannot 
be told without powerful effect (even if this effect 
might manifest as a dehumanised numbing).  What 
can we do to ensure that our invitation to our 
subjects to tell their story, even when not obviously 
traumatic, will not cause harm or pain? 

I think mindfulness of the real possibility of injury 
is one part of the answer; along with as much 
transparency as possible concerning the scope of our 
intentions.  I can’t presume to dictate what this 
would involve for the journalist or the historian; but 
contemporary Relational and Jungian 
psychotherapies teach that knowing we are bound 
to affect each other encourages a respectful equality 
which seeks to avoid exploiting the influence we 
can’t help having. 

NOTES 
1  Lear, J, 2007, ‘Working through the End of Civilization’, 

IJP, 2007. 
2  Brockes, E, 2011, ‘A Life in Writing: Janet Malcolm’, The 

Guardian (Online), June 6

 

Dr Margo Beasley 
Historian and writer 

I’m a historian (semi-retired), but I’m here I think 
because until last year I ran for eight years the oral 
history program at the City of Sydney – that’s the job 
that Catherine is doing now, and my title there was 
oral historian. 

Prior to that appointment I was a freelance 
professional historian who wrote commissioned 
books and did commissioned oral history projects.  
So people tend to refer to me as an oral historian, 
but I prefer the term ‘historian who sometimes does 

http://www.theguardian.com/culture/2011/jun/06/janet-malcolm-a-life-in-writing
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or uses recorded interviews’ because I’m a historian 
first and a recorder of interviews second. 

I’m also a writer, which is a very similar thing, 
because sooner or later every historian has to write, 
has to draw on multiple sources – some or all of 
which might be recorded interviews – and draw 
some conclusions from those sources and make 
something new of them by interpreting them in a 
broader, and usually non-literal, way.  That is to say, 
the historian makes a new story out of the material 
in an oral history interview. 

I used to do a lot of oral history projects when I 
was freelancing, which is quite a while ago now.  I 
would never have claimed any special expertise in 
that area, in fact I really started doing it by accident 
and then I went on doing it because people would 
say, ‘Oh you do oral history, can you do a project for 
us?’  And I’d say yes, because that was an avenue of 
employment and I really enjoyed the process: I like 
people, I like talking to them, and I’ve always been 
inquisitive about them. 

 
Catherine Freyne (L) and Dr Margo Beasley 

Image: Paul Szilard of RemekTek Media, 2015 

When I first went to work at the City of Sydney it 
was as an oral historian, so at that time I did lots of 
interviews and devised a program of themed 
collecting so that we could go on adding more and 
more interviews over the years to develop what we 
had, not a significant collection. 

At some stage I shifted over from actually doing 
interviews, to devising and managing and 
commissioning other people to do them. And I’ve 
learnt more about the usefulness or otherwise of 
interviews by not doing them, than I ever did by 
doing them (more about that later). 

What is an oral history interview from an historian’s 
perspective? 

What I’m saying here is very broad brush and very 
simplified, and there are all sorts of exceptions, but 
I’m talking about basic first principles.  From a 
historian’s perspective I come to the practice of ‘oral 

history’ as a term that really means the creation of a 
primary historical document through a recorded 
interview between two people. 

I think the term ‘primary document’ is really key 
here because it is primarily that concept which 
distinguishes oral history interviews from the use of 
interviews in journalism.  As a first principle 
historians are really creating this document because 
they want it to be kept for as long as possible, they 
want it to remain a public resource for research into 
the future – we’re not just creating it for our own 
immediate use – and (and this is most important) we 
don’t know what use it will be put to in the future.  
No creators of primary documents can anticipate 
future use – and that’s their true usefulness. 

So, anyone who has worked with primary 
documents, as historians must (that’s the project), 
will know that they are always flawed, they never tell 
you exactly what it was that you wanted to know, 
they are very rarely even close to what you might 
have wanted or imagined them to be, they are of 
better or poorer quality in terms of format or 
content, and they may or may not be useful in small 
or large ways. What they will do, given enough 
scrutiny, is assist a researcher or historian or writer 
to understand in some way what was going on then, 
in the context of that interview, often in ways that 
couldn’t have been predicted when they were 
recorded.  So I guess from that I am saying that as a 
historian the interview, desirably, is not really an end 
in itself but it’s the beginning, potentially, of 
something else. 

So, how to interview (in terms of it being a 
historical document)? 

I should say here that although the oral history 
interviewing format is audio, I have always been far 
more interested in content than I am in sound 
quality.  That’s not to say that sound quality doesn’t 
matter – you have to be able to hear it – but my 
primary concern is the historical content, not the 
quality of the sound.  If there’s a bit of background 
noise or someone coughs a bit it really doesn’t worry 
me, I really just want to know what they said. 

I claim no particular expertise as an interviewer 
per se, in fact I’m probably quite a poor one because 
my natural tendency is to anticipate, talk too fast, 
and interrupt, which is very bad.  I’ve improved on 
that over the years and I do think I’m quite good at 
establishing rapport and getting along with people, 
which is a good thing.  You learn, or should learn, 
about interviewing technique really by doing 
interviews.  The more you do the better you get at 
doing them and managing them.  But it’s not a 



Oral History NSW Voiceprint No. 53, October 2015 18 

process that you can ever really learn before you do 
it, you can’t ever have complete control over it, and 
there’s always unanticipated interaction and 
interplay between the two parties.  The interviewer 
should be prepared to let the interviewee take the 
interview where they might or might not want it to 
go. 

The next thing I’d say is that I’ve learnt more 
about interviewing when I wasn’t actually doing it 
than when I was.  My first really ‘academic’ or 
scholarly introduction to oral history was using the 
major NSW Bicentennial Collection in the State 
Library for my PhD thesis.  That taught me a great 
deal about the uses of oral history interviews as 
primary documents – having to scrutinize, cross 
reference, look for things that were there as an 
aside, look for things that the interviewer didn’t 
intend you to look for, look as much for absence as 
presence, cursing the interviewer for not asking 
what it was that you wanted to know. 

Then, when I actually had to start commissioning 
work for the City of Sydney collection, on quite a 
large scale, that forced me to come to grips with 
what it is that you really want from the interview.  
What is it that we actually want to know?  It was a 
really challenging process and I really had to think 
very hard about what was wanted and what an oral 
history interview, desirably, really was and what it 
would contain.  It was more complicated than just 
developing projects. 

When people ask me if such and such is a ‘good’ 
interview I never know what to say. 

So, I developed a few rules of thumb about 
creating the kind of broad based primary historical 
document that I would like to see in oral history 
interviews than can at least try to be of continuing 
historical usefulness in the future, rather than just 
being generated for some narrower purpose in the 
present. 

Firstly, whatever theme the interview is 
addressing, the interview is with one person, one 
individual who exists at a certain point in history, so 
as a starting point I want to know who that person is, 
where have they come from, what is their 
background and how do they come to be an 
interviewee on this particular topic?  All that 

personal information may not be the prime focus of 
an interview about, say, homelessness, but if 
researchers look at it in the future they will get more 
than just the purpose the interview was intended for 
– a project on homelessness – more bang for the 
interview’s buck will have been created.  They will 
gain an insight, say, into what kind of people worked 
in the homelessness area, what kind of people were 
homeless, what are the philosophical underpinnings 
of approaches to homelessness and so on, what is 
that person’s ideological perception of 
homelessness. 

The point is to make the interview as broad as it 
can possibly be and not to focus on just a single 
theme because that will limit its usefulness in the 
future. 

If we were to look at a project on housing, say, 
we might then interview someone about the cost of 
housing – buying or renting – and ask them not only 
about difficulties, affordability and so on in the 
present, but about what kinds of houses they grew 
up in, where was that, socio-economic 
circumstances, decisions made, forces at work on 
them – employment, economy, whatever – what did 
they imagine for their future when they were a kid – 
do they still have a vision of the ideal house, and so 
on. 

None of this is rocket science but I guess the 
point I’m really trying to make is that the more in-
depth an interview is, and the more historical 
understanding the interviewer has, the more 
information – literal and metaphorical – you are 
going to get out of an interview.  It’s a plea for 
allowing an interview to be really ‘boring’ and to not 
look always for the ‘story’.  It’s a plea for 
interviewing really ordinary people and not 
celebrities or ‘important’ people. 

‘Story’ is a word I’d like to see banned because I 
think it pulls us away from the essentials of 
interviewing, which is to let whatever story there is 
there reveal itself, not to go seeking it.  It suggests 
that if you don’t get a coherent story in an interview, 
it’s not a very useful interview.  But often the story in 
the interview isn’t clear in any literal or positivist 
way until someone looks over it with a historical eye. 

 
 
 

*  *  *  *  *  * 
Back to top 
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Oral History Australia’s 19th Biennial National Conference 
Perth, 9–12 September 2015 

 

 

We present two reports.  On this page, Sandra Blamey provides some 
summary information about selected participants.  Following this, 

 Kylie Andrews presents a more detailed overview of the conference, and 
summarises some key presentations. 

 

 
The Oral History Australia 19th Biennial National 

Conference attracted 150 participants divided 
almost equally between WA residents and others.  It 
was encouraging to see a wide diversity of interests 
and backgrounds.  18 people  travelled from 
NSW/ACT, of whom 12 made presentations. 

Conference Presenters from 
NSW and ACT 

Kylie Andrews,  Oral history and collective 
biography: women in the post-war ABC 

Clare Andreallo, Making oral history audible 
Lorina Barker, University of New England, 

Kundijikah: documenting the process of making a 
film for family and community 

Simone Collins, Waverley Library, Eat pray naches: 
Jewish community stories project captures local 
history for future generations 

Catherine Freyne, City of Sydney, Sydney oral 
histories 

Brenda Gifford, National Film and Sound Archives, 
Wrong side of the road, oral history project 

Sally Hone, State Library of NSW Diversity – New oral 
histories at the State Library of NSW 

Dr Mary Anne Jebb, AIATSIS/ANU, Cite, sight and 
sound: keeping track of the storytellers 

Anisa Puri with Alistair Thomson,  Making an aural 
history e-book. 

Carol Roberts,  Sharing history, sharing art: the artist 
and the historian in collaboration 

Dr Shirleene Robinson, Macquarie University, 
Australian lesbian and gay life stories and 
generational narratives of marriage 

Cheryl Ware, Utilising oral history to retrieve gay 
men’s memories of the HIV/aids epidemic 1982-
1996 

Participants from Overseas 
Keynote Speaker: Dr Doug Boyd, Director of the 

Louis B. Nunn Centre for Oral History at the 
University of Kentucky and incoming President of 
the Oral History Association (USA) 

Sue Berman, Dr Sara Donaghey, and Taina Tangaere 
McGregor,  National Oral History Association of 
New Zealand 

Jose Fernandez, Society for the Protection of 
Indigenous Rights, Sarawak Malaysia 

There were many interesting  presentations and 
these are all detailed in the Conference Program 
available on our website HERE.  You will note that in 
most cases contact email addresses are included and 
the presenters would be pleased to hear from 
anyone wishing to follow up their own interests.

 
 

The Oral History Australia 20th National Biennial Conference will be held in Sydney in 2017, 
hosted by Oral History NSW.  Hope to see you there! 

 
Back to top 

  

http://www.oralhistorynsw.org.au/files/media/15_09_03_final_conference_abstracts_2015_conference.pdf
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Report on Oral History Australia’s 19th Biennial National Conference 
Perth, 9–12 September 2015 

 

By Kylie Andrews 
Oral History Australia held its 19th annual 

conference in Perth in September, with the theme 
of The influence of rapidly changing technology and 
its impact on recording and preserving oral history.  
Made possible with the assistance of the State 
Library of Western Australia (SLWA) and the City of 
Perth, the event was a great opportunity for the 
149 attendees to network, share their ideas and 
discuss their projects as well, of course, to engage 
with the conference theme of digital innovation. 
We gained an insight into the range of oral histories 
presently being produced, from local to national 
collections, and discussed the new ways that oral 
historians have re-aligned their methods to create 
archives that are both accessible and assessable. 

The event began with a rousing Welcome to 
Country by Ingrid Cummin, who spoke of the local 
Whadjuk Nyungar culture and the ability for oral 
narratives to enhance ‘the power of community and 
connection’. Ingrid gave us a brief insight into the 
Storylines project run by SLWA’s Susanna Iuliano 
and Damien Webb and had the audience clapping 
and singing in Nyungar, before handing over to the 
keynote speaker. 

Dr Doug Boyd began with an outline of the 
origins of the Louis B Nunn Center for Oral History 
in Kentucky U.S.A., where he is the Director, and his 
own background in folklore and sound production. 
Positioning his work at the intersection between 
oral history and technology, Doug explained that 
the website, Oral History in a Digital Age, for which 
he is senior editor, provides opportunities for oral 
historians to discover the latest methods of 
‘collecting, curating and disseminating’ oral history 
archives.  For his team at the centre, the past eight 
years has also seen the creation of systems that can 
transform the accessibility of oral history archives, 
providing digital mechanisms that allow for a 
resuscitation of histories that are still not part of the 
historical record, those that are as yet, 
‘unprocessed, unheard and unread’. 

Doug stressed the importance of getting 
interviews online and into an accessible format, and 
illustrated how he was doing this through his 
innovative digital platform OHMS (Oral History 
Metadata Synchronizer).  He explained how an oral 
history testimony could be triangulated with other 
sources to create new histories with their own 

unique relevancies.  This triangulation, connecting 
the interview, the archive and the user, is a key 
focus of the Nunn Center’s work.  The platform is 
also able to provide greater accessibility by taking 
the user right to the interview.  (OHMS also allows 
for the incorporation of ancillary materials, such as 
maps with GPS locations, and photographs.)  With 
this system, Doug found he could index and make 
an oral history accessible for one tenth of the cost 
of undergoing a traditional transcript process. 

Another aspect of making oral histories 
accessible, Doug argued, was the need to move 
beyond the pedestrian (and expensive) creation of 
transcripts and the user’s reliance on superficial 
transcript readings.  Transcribers are now more 
likely to be indexers who are ‘deeply listening’ and 
summarising interviews.  Boyd cautioned, that what 
has ‘driven our entire profession, our entire practice  
. . .  we have this wonderful celebration of the 
orality of the voice, but everything is  . . .  marred’ 
by the fact that they are distilled down into written 
words.  The interviews need to be listened to. 

In order to get users to know what they are 
looking at, and get them to the relevant section, 
technology is playing a key role.  Voice recognition 
software can provide imperfect transcripts that can 
then be used to data-mine common keywords.  
Combined with an archive index summary (and an 
understanding that the transcript is no longer 
meant to be accurate), users can gain an overview 
of the nature of the project and its themes and 
protagonists, and move through the various 
sections to listen for themselves. 

In closing, Doug explained that whilst enjoying 
its current success in the United States, the OHMS 
system is part of an expanding and developing 
process.  This was borne out the following day in 
discussions between the National Library of 
Australia’s Kevin Bradley and James Devenish from 
the University of Western Australia, as they 
compared the compatibilities of each of their digital 
platforms and spoke about a future where such 
systems could be linked together by sharing a 
universal platform (allowing users of oral history to 
imagine an endless resource of testimonies that 
could be mined, within incredibly diverse search 
parameters).  Kevin Bradley spoke further of the 
new way of seeing transcripts as just a guide, and 
that the fact that errors force users to listen and 

http://ohda.matrix.msu.edu/
http://ohda.matrix.msu.edu/?s=ohms
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more fully engage with the oral history is a good 
thing. 

Here are some other highlights of the 
conference: 

Catherine Freyne, historian for the City of 
Sydney Archive, spoke of two approaches that 
inform her work:  the concept of discoverability and 
usability and the concept of ‘raw versus cooked’ 
oral history.  Catherine spoke about the extensive 
collection held by the council’s archive and its 
advanced progress in digitising almost the entire 
collection, and presented a fascinating case study 
using oral histories and geo-located content.  
‘Against the Tide’ is an app that applies oral history 
testimonies, recorded with narrators sharing their 
memories as they travel digitally through the river 
landscape, to a constructed soundscape that can be 
accessed by travellers on the Parramatta Rivercat. 

Nikki Henningham outlined her work 
constructing a national history of press 
photography, providing us with a broad insight into 
the motivations of press photographers and the 
working culture they experienced; a collective of 
craftsmen from an industry that has transformed 
substantially over several decades.  Nikki explained 
how oral history provided her with the means to 
remedy their absence from the written record, and 
how it has been useful in addressing the experience 
of trauma in their work.  It was interesting to hear 
Nikki’s historical treatment of her ‘sample’, and the 
challenges of applying gender to her analysis of a 
group of predominantly ageing white males. 

Curator of Research and Discovery at the State 
Library of NSW, Sally Hone, gave the attendees a 
fascinating insight into the experience of 
participants in the library’s latest collection of 
immigrant histories in her paper ‘Collecting 
Diversity’.  Sally outlined the challenges faced by 
interviewers (Louise Whelan and Louise Darmody) 
in interviewing their subjects as they undergo a 
challenging and, at times, traumatic migration 
experience.  No doubt this collection for the library 
will be a valuable resource from which different 
cultural perspectives can be shared and 
appreciated. 

I found Sue Berman’s community-based oral 
history project for the Glen Eden district in 
Auckland particularly inspiring for its ingenuity with 
community involvement.  Sue co-ordinated local 
contributors to collectively plan and implement an 
oral history project that saw volunteers trained, 
equipped and enabled to go forth into the local 
community and collect oral histories, with very little 
budget.  Often sent out in pairs, Sue had her team 

set up mobile recording stalls at local events and 
encouraged hesitant and reserved contributors with 
appealing and accessible formats, like ‘swap a story 
for a sausage’; providing ‘vox pops’ with casual 
contributors that often led to more in-depth oral 
history interviews. 

Confessing his polymathic approach to history, 
Professor Bob Reece spoke of the value of oral 
history as a source throughout his career, from his 
research into the Myall Creek Massacre in the 
1970s through to more recent work in Irish and 
Malaysian histories.  Professor Reece talked of what 
he learned over the years and how his initial 
expectations were changed through each research 
process; speaking of the nature of uncomfortable, 
unofficial histories, the pressure on them to be 
silenced, and the importance of historical work to 
battle against discrimination. 

Alison Atkinson Phillips’ paper ‘Telling Stories, 
Bearing Witness: Public Memorials and Oral History’ 
offered an example of the many ways oral history 
interacts with other kinds of memory work.  Her 
PhD project explores how Australian public 
memorials can acknowledge ‘the lived experience 
of loss and trauma’, realised in memorials for the 
Stolen Generations and forgotten generation child 
migrants, for example.  Alison’s confidential 
interviews with survivors allow her to examine their 
engagement with memorials that speak to the 
public on their behalf.  Memorials that serve as 
mechanisms for conveying ‘difficult knowledge’ to 
the public in a way that proactively and politically 
claim attention and (at their best) listen and learn 
from survivor stories. 

University of South Australia’s Annmarie Reid 
gave an excellent paper on the ways digital 
technologies have enabled and enhanced her 
research into the lives of post-war immigrants from 
the now ‘unmade’ coalmining landscape of 
England’s north east.  Annmarie used technology 
within the interview as a tool to enhance the 
dialogue between herself and her subject; she 
wanted them to remember their childhood homes 
and community spaces, to create ‘mental maps’ for 
her to pursue.  However Annmarie found the 
‘villages unmade’ due to de-industrialisation, and 
had to look for alternatives to bring the locations to 
life for her interviewees; to find ways to gather 
histories under threat by a process of historical 
disappearing.  (Google Streetview and History Pin 
were two digital mechanisms that Annmarie found 
useful, in having participants ‘walk’ down a digital 
path of a now changed landscape, from their 
desktops at home in Australia.)
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Anisa Puri (and Alistair Thomson, seated), presenting 

‘The Australian Generations Project: making an aural history ebook.’ 
Photo: Kylie Andrews 

 
The Australian Generations Oral History Project 

has been one of Australia’s major national oral 
history collections of Australian generational 
memory.  This conference paper focused on the 
latter part of the project as it draws to a close, and 
the ways in which 300 oral histories have been 
pared down and adapted for an anthology.  The 
Generations project speaks to diversity and 
demographics, and Anisa Puri, co-ordinator for the 
project, explained how these diverse lives were 
grouped into common themes.  Detailing how the 
project has modified its use of transcripts and its 
digital representations, Professor Alistair Thomson 
gave the conference delegates an exercise to work 

with listening and reading – comparing a full, 
extensive transcript to an edited transcript and 
demonstrating how that process is best experienced 
by a user.  Useful references were provided 
(Michael Frisch and Linda Shopes) as to best 
methods for editing transcripts for online use, for 
reading. 

Looking back at the conference, I was inspired by 
the creativity and passion of these oral historians 
and the stories they are capturing, particularly by 
the ingenuity of their digital solutions to the various 
historiographical, creative and economic challenges 
facing the discipline. 

 
 

 
 

*  *  *  *  *  * 

Back to top  
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Report on the 14th Biennial Conference of the 
Australian and New Zealand Society of the History of Medicine, 

Sydney, 30 June – 4 July 2015 
 

By Judith Godden 
 

The 14th Biennial Conference of the Australian 
and New Zealand Society of the History of Medicine 
(ANZSHM), also the eighth meeting of the 
International Society for the History of Medicine, 
was held at the North Sydney campus of the 
Australian Catholic University (ACU).  Its success was 
greatly helped by the ACU’s generous sponsorship, 
and the efficient, friendly, professional conference 
organisers, DC Conferences.  A total of 204 people 
attended the three days of the main conference, with 
52 attending a post-conference day at the Q Station 
(the former Quarantine Station), North Head.  The 
conference papers, as usual for this conference, 
covered a wide range of topics on the history of 
health/healthcare. 

The international coverage was greatly helped by 
the 28 delegates from countries other than 
Australasia:  most contributed papers about their 
home countries.  Twelve students were offered 
grants to attend.  This talented international group, 
along with other research students, showcased the 
vibrant state of the history of healthcare over a range 
of discipline bases. 

The conference organisers worked with Oral 
History Australia (OHA) to highlight the essential 
contribution of oral history to the history of 
medicine.  Despite considerable effort, notably by 
Sandra Blamey, and reduced registration rates for 
OHA members, the oral history strand did not attract 
as many papers as hoped.  Nevertheless, those 
papers which were presented were well worth the 
conference attendance. 

The oral history strand began on the first full day 
of the conference with keynote speaker Professor 
Linda Bryder of Auckland University, who gave an 
account of her oral history project on nurse training 
in New Zealand in the 1950s and 1960s.  One of the 
most interesting aspects of her paper was how her 
themes were so international:  the nursing training 
she described could be from anywhere in the British 
Commonwealth minus a few local names and 
locations.  Is there any other occupation at this time 
which was so standardised in both its formal and 
informal cultures? 

For the rest of the day, the richness of oral 
evidence was on ample display.  Associate Professor 
Susan McAlpine reported on her research into 25 
rural doctors in Wagga Wagga, part of a project to, as 
she outlined, ‘find the solutions to a sustainable rural 
work force.’  Dr Max Kamien also used a local case 
study effectively to outline larger issues.  His paper 
was on ‘the oldest continuous [general medical] 
practice in Western Australia’, begun at Claremont in 
1896.  Dr Marilyn McMurchie and Associate Professor 
Louella McCarthy focused on patient experiences 
during the HIV pandemic.  Marilyn drew on her own 
experience as a practitioner, highlighting the vital 
importance of preserving patient records.  PhD 
student Cheryl Ware also reported on the HIV 
pandemic.  She used oral history to unpack ‘gay 
men’s role in the management of HIV, 1982–1996’. 

Still focusing on patients, Dr Jeanette Wood’s 
paper ‘Bedtime Stories’ explored the changes in ‘child 
patient experience in post-World War II Australia’.  
She used oral history from former child patients and 
parents, shedding light on the impact of older 
practices which largely excluded parents from 
contact with their hospitalised children.  The 
additional day at the Q Station also featured oral 
history.  Professor Warwick Anderson used oral 
sources, including from at least one person who 
attended the session, to graphically analyse issues 
around ‘Kuru, Cannibalism, and a Nobel Prize:  
Medical Research and Moral Peril in New Guinea’. 

The ANZSHM conferences normally include a 
witness seminar, that is, an exploration of a current 
issue from the varying points of view of numerous 
‘witnesses’ to the event, with active participation 
from the floor.  Such witness seminars are normally 
recorded as a group oral history record.  While 
perhaps more a panel discussion than a conventional 
witness seminar, the one at this conference explored 
the dramatic changes in the management of health 
services since 1970.  Seven eminent participants in 
the changes presented their points of view, chaired 
by Emeritus Professor Stephen Leeder. 
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A personal highlight was the launch of Roslyn 
Burge’s Callan Park:  Compassion and Conflict in the 
Asylum, published by the Friends of Callan Park.  This 
beautifully produced booklet is an exemplar in many 
ways, not the least in using oral history to 
encapsulate a vital part of our history.  Roslyn has 
made selecting pithy, evocative and representative 
quotes seem easy – and we all know how far from 
the truth that is! 

The next ANZSHM conference will be held in 
Melbourne in 2017.  It is just one of the ANZSHM 
activities that would appeal to Oral History Australia 
members with an interest in the history of health and 
healthcare. 

See http://www.anzshm.org.au/ for more details. 

 

 
NSW ANZSHM President Charles George (L), Judith Godden (R) and the international 

students who attended the conference. 
 

 
 
Keynote speaker Prof. Linda Bryder, 

from Auckland University 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Photographs courtesy of DC Conferences 
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Editing the ‘Looking back at Liverpool’ oral history project 
for the Dictionary of Sydney 

 

By Dr Margo Beasley 

 
I recently had the pleasure of editing a large oral 

history collection called ‘Looking Back at Liverpool: 
An Oral History of the Liverpool Region1900 to1960’ 
held by the Liverpool City Library.  The editing 
project was supported by Oral History NSW, the 
Royal Australian Historical Society and Liverpool City 
Council.  My task was to create comprehensible 
audio excerpts out of the recorded interviews, 
accompanied by matching text, to be uploaded to 
the online Dictionary of Sydney which showcases the 
history of greater Sydney in words, images and 
sound. 

‘Looking Back at Liverpool 1900 to 1960’ was 
recorded in 1985 and 1986.  It was a major 
undertaking with over 50 interviewees and well over 
a hundred hours of recording.  Some interviews were 
close to three hours in length.  It is a credit to the 
Liverpool City Council and Library that this large 
collection was already fully transcribed, had been 
recently digitised, and has been preserved so that 
the community benefit of the project will continue 
well into the future.  Its upload to the Dictionary of 
Sydney site means that this unique collection is now 
available, in edited form, to the world, where once it 
might have sat in a local library available only to the 
very few who were aware of it and in a position to 
physically visit the collection. 

The quality of the interviews suggests the original 
recording project was well-resourced.  It’s a 
wonderfully rich collection.  Many of the interviews 
were recorded with people who were in their 
eighties at the time of interviewing, so their personal 
memories not only stretched back to the very early 
20th century but they could also recount stories 
their parents, grandparents and others had told 
them about life before their time.  Interviewers 
clearly selected a wide range of interviewees around 
age, gender, class and ethnicity, and if the much 
longer Indigenous occupation of what European 
Australians call Liverpool was not as acknowledged 
as it might have been today, it was at least 

addressed in questions to some of the older 
interviewees. 

There were several interviewers in the project 
and they all had a useful familiarity both with the 
history of the area and with the people they were 
interviewing so that the atmosphere in the 
interviews was both relaxed and encouraging, 
resulting in thorough and comprehensive content.  It 
is clear from the quality of the interviews that a large 
amount of preparatory research and community 
consultation had been undertaken prior to 
interviewing. 

Because of the size of the collection my editing 
task was challenging, especially in the initial stages, 
because I had little familiarity with the general 
history of Liverpool and with the content of the 
collection specifically.  Christopher Keating’s history 
of Liverpool ‘On the Frontier’ was very helpful for 
background information and the more I read of the 
transcripts from the collection the more I began to 
get a feel for both the place and for the kinds of 
people who lived in it.  My primary concern was to 
do justice to both the collection and the online 
audience by maintaining interest, avoiding 
repetition, and making visible the manifold 
experiences of life in Liverpool across six or so 
decades.  Whilst some of this results in fairly 
straightforward stories with strong entertainment 
value, my training as a historian sought also to 
always draw out, where possible, differences in 
perspective from the point of view of class, race and 
gender.  This meant seeking out stories that were 
not necessarily clearly laid out in the interview 
content but eliciting them through judicious editing 
to make evident an experience that might otherwise 
lie somewhat unrealised in the background.  My 
responsibility was always to do justice to the in-
depth historical record that had been created. 

The concern with selecting and editing a 
collection like this is the risk of repetition and/or 
failure to use the ‘best’ account of an experience or 
event from one or another interviewee.  In practical 
terms comprehensive cross referencing of a 
collection of this size was impossible but in the 
event, as the work progressed, I found that the 
material in its totality was so rich that both of those 
potential problems were easily avoided.  It was rare 
for a single story to be repeated and if it was it was 

http://trust.dictionaryofsydney.org/projects/oral-history-project/
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told from such an alternative perspective that it was 
essentially a ‘different’ story.  (Experiences of the 
Great Depression were a case in point.)  My ‘quick’ 
referencing method was to read, in alphabetical 
order, each transcript, attaching sticky notes to 
potential excerpts as I went.  Then I would check the 
relevant audio for sound quality, and contextualising 
tone and expression, and choose which was the 
‘best’ story, or stories, from that interviewee.  I then 
proceeded to edit the sound which in some cases 
meant drawing material from different parts of an 
interview to make a single meaningful excerpt.  This 
sometimes also meant including a question, or 
including another voice, say that of a husband of 
wife who was not technically part of the interview, 
to have a story make sense.  Then I would transcribe 
the audio excerpt into a written document so that 
those who would prefer to read rather than listen 
also have that option.  The structure of the 
Dictionary of Sydney allows for people accessing 
entries by either route when they first enter the site. 

There were several striking elements to the 
Looking back at Liverpool project.  One was just how 
recent was Liverpool’s rural past:  the interviews 
abound with ample detail about horses, bullocks, 

poultry farms, orchards and vineyards.  The George’s 
River – sharks, floods, recreation, pollution – flows 
throughout.  Liverpool’s history as a military town is 
also a very big feature in the collection:  the famous 
Liverpool Riot of 1916, World War I, World War II, 
military camps and socialising with the forces.  
Migration is another theme, including recollections 
of internment as well as survival and success.  Work 
and industry are woven throughout:  woollen mills, 
tanneries, slaughter yards and market gardening.  
‘Outsiders’ appear intermittently as well:  Chinese 
hawkers, gypsies, Indians, and Indigenous people in 
tiny cameos.  I am not a linguist but a poignant 
aspect of the collection was the ‘old’ accents and 
vocabulary of many of the interviewees:  flat, 
vernacular and unmistakably Australian, which 
brought back to me most vividly the way that people 
spoke in my 1950s Sydney childhood.  Incidentally or 
explicitly, the background to the whole ‘Looking Back 
at Liverpool’ project  is change:  in the landscape, the 
built environment, modes of living and social 
composition.  Much has happened in Liverpool in the 
30 years since these recordings were undertaken – 
perhaps it’s time for another major oral history 
project! 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A group of Italian prisoners of war behind 
the perimeter fence of the main 

compound at the Liverpool prisoner of 
war and internment camp November 21, 

1945. 
 

Photo: Ern McQuillan 
 Contributed by Australian War Memorial 

AWM 123706 
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Young Days – a work in progress 
 

By Tim Carroll 

 
 

In 2013 BYDS (Bankstown Youth Development 
Service Inc.) produced Young Days, an oral history-
based book that paid homage to the lives of 15 of 
Bankstown’s Aboriginal Elders. 

In some ways this project began the year that I 
began working in Bankstown in 1991.  My first ever 
project, RECOLLECTIONS: The Bankstown Oral 
History Project, included an interview with Auntie 
Maisie Cidorious, a well-known Aboriginal identity 
from the area. 

Every oral history project that we have 
undertaken since then has included at least one 
Aboriginal person. 

In 2007 I was approached by an officer from 
Bankstown City Council who was having problems 
attracting Aboriginal people for an Indigenous Oral 
History project that Bankstown City Council was 
trying to organise.  The state government funding for 
the project was passed onto BYDS. 

Over the next few years a series of BYDS 
Aboriginal employees – Shannon Williams, Neil 
Trindall and Jaleesa Donovan – all helped interview 
various Elders who were associated with BYDS.  The 
process for this I must admit was a little random, but 
did result in a body of really enlightening, high 
quality interviews. 

The project really took off however in 2012 when 
we were able to employ Gaele Sobott, who had 
already produced an Aboriginal oral history 
publication, My Longest Round, the story of 
Aboriginal boxer Wally Carr.  Gaele conducted seven 
new interviews with Elders who had become known 
to us and re-interviewed some earlier interviewees 
with a view to clarifying specific points.  All 
interviewees were also invited to bring in family 
photographs to augment their story. 

A number of Elders contacted cousins and other 
family members for images which brought aspects of 
their stories to life. 

Interviewees were also given transcriptions of 
their interviews with a view to changing or clarifying 
material that had been recorded.  A number of 
people took the opportunity to do that. 

Gaele, as a professional researcher, was able 
locate and pass on delicate information to families 
that had been buried in the morass of Aboriginal 
history.  The fact that one needs to be a professional 
researcher to weave through the archives presents a 
serious block for many Indigenous people trying to 
make sense of their family histories. 

The death of Uncle George Fisher, one of our 
interviewees and a popular and well respected man, 
well known for his Wiradjuri language skills and 
advocacy, was one very sad event that punctuated 
the joy of completion. 

It is hard to describe the sense of satisfaction and 
bringing together that was engendered through the 
coming together of research, interviews and 
subsequent transcribing of the interviews, matched 
with photographs and final editing and proof-
reading. 

The Bankstown Arts Centre commissioned 
Mervyn Bishop, one of Australia’s best-known 
Aboriginal photographers, to create a series of 
portraits of the Elders, copies of which were printed 
large and exhibited to accompany the launch of 
Young Days. 

Copies of all of these portraits were included in 
Young Days, bringing a modern, professionally 
prepared image to sit alongside historic photos.

http://www.byds.org.au/
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With funds from the federal government’s 
Ministry for the Arts, the final stage of publishing 
was entered into and a PDF finally sent off for 
printing. 

Young Days was ‘officially’ launched by Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice 
Commissioner Mick Gooda on May 30 2013, in 
conjunction with the Elder’s photographic portraits 
at the Bankstown Arts Centre. 

Young Days is BYDS’s seventh oral History 
publication.  In late 2013 the Federal Ministry for the 
Arts funded a re-print of the publication. 

BYDS is currently working with Aboriginal music 
producer Munki Mark Ross creating a series of 
podcasts for community and Indigenous radio from 
the original interviews. 

Copies of Young Days can be purchased through 
BYDS for $45.00 plus postage.  See the BYDS website, 
or email Tim Carroll 

 
 

 
 

  
 

Images Courtesy BYDS 
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Louise Darmody’s Sound Memories: 
memories are made of this1 

 

By David Roy 
Sydney radio journalist Louise Darmody was 

working for Australian national broadcaster ABC 
when she came up with the idea for Sound 
Memories, a business dedicated to preserving 
fascinating family stories in audio form. 

“I worked at the ABC as a reporter for 10 years,” 
explains Louise, who’s based in the suburb of 
Waverton and was originally a primary school 
teacher before catching the broadcasting bug. 

“I always had a bit of an interest in life stories. I’m 
fascinated by the little turning points in people’s 
lives.” 

Thus, for the past 13 years, Louise has been using 
her journalistic instincts to research and document 
oral family histories – including her own. 

“I feel very lucky,” she tells me.  “I had the 
business idea three months before my dad died, so I 
was able to interview him about his stories.  Mum 
died 20 years before that, so I never got the chance 
with her.” 

Happily, Louise was able to compile her father 
Frederick Darmody’s memories into an oral history 
titled Ribbons of Happiness, a reference to his 
distinguished military career. 

Since then, Sound Memories has been 
approached by many other families for whom Louise 
has compiled and preserved treasured tales 
spanning generations and continents. 

She has collected oral histories on behalf of many 
Aussies with Irish roots similar to her own tribe from 
Co Tipperary, who fled ‘down under’ in the 1840s to 
escape famine before forging a new life as publicans 
in the south Australian outback. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Louise Darmody at 
work in the studio 
for Sound 
Memories. 
Picture: Martin 
Kovacic, The Irish 
News 
 
 
 

 
A case in point is the O’Donnells.  Hired by her 

friend Deirdre ‘Dee’ O’Donnell, Louise conducted 
interviews with Dee’s parents in Sydney before 
travelling to Belfast in 2011 to get the Irish side of 
the story from her aunties and uncles in Northern 
Ireland. 

Louise considers the resulting audio 
documentary, Tales From The Black Book: Stories 
From Three Generations of The O’Donnell Clan, to be 
“a jewel in my journalistic crown”. 

It includes interviews with Dee’s elderly uncle, Fr. 
Patrick ‘Paidi’ O’Donnell (“the most amazing man I 
ever met,” enthuses Louise), who as a child attended 
the funeral of Michael Collins with his mother and 
father. 

The latter was a policeman who witnessed the 
launch of the Titanic, lived through the Easter Rising 
and whose meticulously detailed diary was the ‘black 
book’ that inspired the documentary’s title. 

Paidi’s room at Clonard Monastery offered up a 
treasure trove of memories including a photo with 
former US president Bill Clinton, while his sister 
Peggy McGoran was able to share her memories of 
living through the Belfast Blitz such as sheltering 
beneath the dining room table with her parents and 
siblings during a bombing raid. 

“That story really surprised me,” remembers 
Louise.  “Everybody knows about the London blitz in 
the Second World War but the Belfast Blitz doesn’t 
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get publicity, in Australia at least.  And Dee’s dad 
Sean had never told the family about what 
happened. 

“He and his brother were at a ceilidh when the 
bombs fell.  They had to stay overnight because it 
wasn’t safe to leave.  Then, eventually, they had to 
walk home through all this rubble, with bodies 
everywhere. 

“Of course, the family didn’t know what had 
happened to them – Peggy said she would never 
forget the sound of Sean walking up the steps back 
to the house, when she realised he was still alive.” 

As both Peggy and Fr O’Donnell have since passed 
on, Louise’s professionally presented permanent 
record of their memories in their own words is now 
treasured by the remaining family circle in Ireland, 
Australia, Italy and Canada. 

“It’s so important to do talk to loved ones about 
their lives, because you don’t want to lose their 
stories when they die,” Louise tells me, revealing 
that at first it can often be difficult to get her 
subjects to open up about their life experiences. 

“People are modest, they generally don’t want to 
rabbit on – and a lot of them don’t actually think 
they have any interesting stories to share at all.  But 
when you do get them talking and unearth some of 
the amazing things that they’ve done, it’s so much 
fun and a real privilege to be part of that process.” 

Louise is at pains to point out that it’s never too 
early to get the people closest to you chatting about 
their life experiences. 

“You don’t actually necessarily want to do this 
just because you think someone might be about to 
fall off their perch,” she tells me. 

“Don’t wait.  It’s a great thing to do with family 
members of all ages as you go along – to take time to 
reflect on the important events in life. 

“I’ve done it with my kids and my husband; we 
record things all the time.  Of course, being 16, my 

twin boys hate having a microphone thrust at them.  
They’re sick of it.” 

Recently, Louise has also taken to videoing her 
subjects, as well as incorporating a cross-section of 
family members of all ages into the interview 
process. 

This new approach is aimed at enhancing both 
the story sharing experience for her participants as 
well as the quality of the final edit. 

“It makes everything a lot more fun and helps to 
bring in the next generation,” she explains.  “I did a 
job last week involving 10 grandkids, six kids and a 
mum and a dad.  We filmed it and it was amazing, 
really good fun. 

“I try very, very hard to make the documentaries 
as engaging as possible. While my passion is audio 
because I’m a radio journalist, you do struggle to get 
young kids to sit down and just listen to a story 
nowadays.  So that’s where the visual element really 
helps.  

“And it is lovely to be able to incorporate family 
photos into the story as well; that’s very evocative.” 

Louise will soon be returning to Ireland to carry 
out her work for a prominent political family and 
also hopes to include a return visit north to “one of 
my favourite cities” 

“I’ll be in Dublin for a job at Christmas,” she says, 
“so there might be some work in Belfast as well. I 
can’t wait to come back.” 

If you’re in need of someone to collect your 
favourite family stories and perhaps unearth a few 
surprising new tales in the process, it could be time 
to give Sound Memories a shout. 
 

NOTE 
1 This article first appeared in The Irish News, Saturday 

May 23 2015 – reprinted with permission. 

 
 

*  *  *  *  *  *
 

Back to top  

http://www.irishnews.com/lifestyle/2015/05/23/news/memories-are-made-of-this-125544/


Oral History NSW Voiceprint No. 53, October 2015 31 

 

Mum slept through the ‘all clear’ 
 

By Ann Howard 
 

My partner was a famous opera singer in 
Europe and has taught for many years in our home, 
so I am used to many voices, all ages, different 
genders and nationalities singing about memories 
they have never had, places they have never visited 
about people they have never known, trying to 
express feelings given to them by composers, who 
can be inspired for various reasons other than 
experience. 

My feelings about collecting oral history are 
similar – we are all so influenced in so many ways, 
trying to recall or express incidents is a challenge – 
and with childhood memories, even more so.  
However, after completing two Masters degrees, I 
was heavily influenced by a slim book I picked up in 
the Imperial War Museum, London, With a Machine 
Gun to Cambrai, by George Coppard, an apprentice 
who kept a diary about being in the frontline in 
WW1.  It was an instant success and inspired many 
to write their war memoirs. 

 I turned to oral history which I set into carefully 
researched structures for my books.  Oral history 
allows both academics and non-academics to 
engage with eyewitnesses of historical events and 
to create meaning.  More importantly, the 
eyewitness nature of oral history provides an 
opportunity to help understand our past in a unique 
way. 

Several of my books are ‘hidden history’, which I 
discovered by listening to people talking.  This is 
becoming increasingly accepted as credible.  I 
recorded women’s voices from WW2 in You’ll Be 
Sorry! and Where Do We Go From Here? – the 
majority of whom are no longer with us.  There 
were 26,000 women who joined the AWAS 
(Australian Women’s Army Service) but when I 
wrote these two books, in the 1990s, nobody had 
written anything, apart from some contemporary 
newspaper reports and a few broadcasts.  They 
were about to be airbrushed from Australian 
history.  I could not get the books published at that 
time, as they were about women.  So I started my 
own tiny publishing house, Tarka, borrowed some 
money and printed 3,000 copies.  They all went 
quickly, women buying six at a time for their 
families, to show them with pride what they did in 
the war, as did the following 3,000 print run.  These 
two titles will be reprinted in one volume in 

February 2016 by my lovely publishers, BigSky, as 
You’ll Be Sorry! 

My last book, A Carefree War, as are all my 
books, was heavily influenced by the oral tradition.  
It began last year, when an old friend dropped by to 
sit on the veranda.  He said, out of the blue, ’I was a 
rabbit boy’.  My story gatherer’s ears pricked up 
and I held my breath as he described how he and 
his two brothers, one in nappies, were taken up to a 
battler’s farm outside Oberon by their parents in 
1940.  The one-eyed farmer supplemented his 
income by trapping rabbits and selling them for 
Akubra hats.  He took the three horrified city 
children with him to help get the poor screaming 
rabbits out of the traps, after which he skinned and 
degloved them.  The family menu was fried rabbit, 
boiled rabbit, roasted rabbit and rabbit surprise.  
The boys had been sent inland for fear of a 
Japanese invasion in 1942. 

 

Reflecting on his story, I wondered how many 
other children had been evacuated from the 
coastline inland and I asked people in my age group 
about it.  They all shook their heads.  Undeterred, I 
put a notice in the Sydney Morning Herald RSVP 
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column.  I was inundated with replies.  Three 
women, who had been evacuated, phoned me and 
said quite angrily, ‘You have to write this book 
because nobody believes us!’ 

I started the book believing my area was the east 
coast.  As I started laying out the framework and 
sinking into my research, I realised that because 
nobody knew if the Japanese would invade 
(including the Japanese!), where they would invade 
or when they were going to invade, and as the 
majority of Australians live around the coast, 
everybody thought they were the future target, for 
all sorts of reasons.  It was exciting to unravel the 
research and slot in the stories as I was presented 
with the fact that thousands of children were 
evacuated, from all around Australia, including 
Tasmania, some for up to three years. 

Queensland was in a state of readiness for war 
and the government moved women and children 
out of the state, taking over schools and homes.  In 
the other states, however, there were no directions 
for civilians.  Governments just whimpered that 
Singapore should not have fallen.  So women, alone 
without their menfolk, terrified that the Imperial 
Japanese Army might arrive and slaughter them, 
took the initiative and either took or sent their 
blissfully unaware children to grandma’s, uncle’s or 
friends’ farms and properties inland.  At the time, 
people tried to make decisions from the smudgy 
newsprint of heavily censored newspapers and lost 
confidence in the authorities: 

Lynton Bradford: 
I was ten and living in Bronte in 1942.  One morning 
we heard a report that a Japanese submarine off the 
coast had shelled Bondi and Woollahra but no harm 
had been done.  I rode my bike over to Bondi, amazed 
to find the whole wall of the back room of a two 
storey house had gone, and a large hole in the 
roadway.  I can see it now, a bed hanging 
precariously, sheets and curtains hanging over the 
edge.  The hole in the roadway was huge and quite 
deep.  The news report claimed that no shell had 
exploded.  How could all that damage result from an 
unexploded shell?  I was then sent to live with my 
great aunt at Gerringong. 

Some periodicals addressed the situation of 
evacuation openly, like the Australian Women’s 
Weekly.  They asked ‘ What shall we do about the 
children?’ 

Unlike British evacuees, who were often treated 
cruelly by strangers, Australian children had a 
mostly carefree time, missing school and running 
free in paddocks and enjoying ration-free food.  In 
the 1940s, children were rarely included in their 

own narrative by adults.  They were not informed as 
today’s children are.  Evacuation was a disruption in 
their lives, but they usually had brothers and sisters 
with them and sometimes one or two parents.  
They developed their own coping mechanism. 

Most of my interviews were by phone.  Some 
contributors had email which was so useful in 
clarifying points in their accounts, especially 
relationships in large families or groups, as these 
were talked about in a familiar way not always clear 
to an outsider. 

Looking back over the years, contributors 
offered surprisingly detailed accounts.  To travel 
away from home, especially unaccompanied, was a 
significant event in the lives of children of the 
unhurried 1940s, where the majority lived a simple 
life and holidays would probably be spent with the 
same people they would be evacuated to. 

Harold McCashney’s parents were fearful that 
Perth might be bombed: 

I was evacuated from Bassendean to Cadeaux  ... about 
180 kilometres northeast of Perth.  My sister went with 
me to my father’s sister and her husband ... I can’t 
remember much.  It was a 15-hour train journey on a 
freight train that stopped a lot.  I was seven ... there 
wasn’t a phone at the farm or in the village.  We had 
letters from home. 

My research became so absorbing that I 
frequently got up at 3am to work.  Trove was a 
magic source in verifying accounts, and then my eye 
would wander over the relevant page to the 1940s 
advertisements, murder trials and cartoons.  What a 
fascinating time it was!  I wrote A Carefree War in 
one year, always enthusiastic about my subject and 
making many friends along the way. 

I tried coming up with statistics about school age 
child evacuees, but school records are incomplete.  
A Sydney Morning Herald journalist reported in 
February 1942 that Sydney schools were 50% empty 
in early 1940, but I could not substantiate it.  The 
way I deal with this kind of statement is to indicate 
to the reader that I have not been able to prove it. 

One of the many interesting reflections of my 
research was that evacuation became elitist for 
various reasons: women with large families and one 
breadwinner could not afford the train fares to 
grandma’s place, soldier’s wives often worked to 
keep the home together and were unwilling to send 
their children away, and some navy wives moved 
from port to port with their children, just to grab a 
little time with their husbands when they were on 
shore leave. 
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Evacuation did change lives.  One friend never 
liked the heat of Sydney.  She was evacuated to 
Armidale, and returned to live her life in the cooler 
climate as soon as she could. 

A significant social change during evacuation was 
that ‘half caste’ children were sent from the top of 
Australia from missions to the south coast of NSW, 
where they became integrated in public school life 
and happily accepted by the wider community.  
When the Minister for the Interior declared they 
would be sent back, a battle erupted between the 
unwilling children, the local people, the Teachers’ 
Federation and the government.  The press was 
completely on the side of the children and featured 
one in particular, Joyce Dukes (then Herbert), who 
ran away as the crying children were loaded onto 
buses to be put on the train north, and became a 
fugitive from the police: 

We didn’t want to go, we were happy at the Mission, 
welcomed by the local community and I loved Penrith 

High School.  I was the Class Captain and I wanted to 
be a doctor. 

Joyce told me her story and became a friend in 
the process.  She never became a doctor, although 
Sir John Carrick supported her wishes and stayed a 
lifelong friend.  The discrimination at the hospital 
was too great. 

Conscious of the value of the people’s voices 
giving to future generations a straightforward 
account of events in a way that is not otherwise 
possible, I have endeavoured to be sensitive and 
receptive to them, patiently waiting and going over 
accounts and then making sure that I was going to 
print what they said.  Even spelling some people’s 
names correctly can be a challenge! 

A Carefree War is available from Ann Howard 
annhoward@ozemail.com.au if you would like a 
signed copy at $25.00, or from BigSky Publishing on 
the net. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

*  *  *  *  *  * 
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‘Survivors’: An artist statement 
 

by Asher Milgate 

 
All images in this article: Asher Milgate 

 
The further away I travel, the more I crave her 

landscapes, her familiar smells, the people, the old 
haunts.  I feel it in my bones; in my blood.  
Wellington, in the central west of NSW, isn’t just my 
home, it’s part of me.  The older I get, the more 
deeply I connect with the people and the land.  It’s 
joy with an element of pain; like the memories of a 
loved one.  Wellington has left its mark on my soul – 
and there’s no turning back. 

It occurred to me that if my home town, in 30 
years, can make me, Asher Milgate, feel this way, 
what must it be like for the traditional owners, the 
First Australians who are connected through the 
generations?  What must they feel?  What must it 
be like for them?  That’s what I set out to discover.  
Over the years, I’ve developed strong links to the 
town’s Aboriginal community.  A common love of 
the land and a deep mutual respect place me in a 
unique position of great privilege: able to hear 
firsthand the stories that helped define this small 
part of our country. 

It is both a great honour and a solemn 
responsibility.  I have embarked on a work of art 
that will immortalise the Wellington of times gone 
by; one which I believe will carry great overarching 
significance for the town.   

Moreover, it’s a work that I believe – by 
reflecting the town’s rich history – will engender a 
greater sense of self among its Aboriginal 
population.  The ‘Survivors’ project fuses artistic 
and didactic purpose into one cohesive whole.  It is 
a multifaceted approach to storytelling that quite 
literally gives elders a ‘voice’ while personifying the 
intangibles of their experience; their joys and their 
struggles. 

I’ll tell you how.  In timeless Aboriginal tradition, 
I’ve devoted countless hours to ‘yarning’ with elders 
– and elders-in-waiting – about life at the Nanima 
Mission, the Common and the camps on the 
outskirts of town.  They have shared with me some 
of their most intimate memories; tales of their 
families, their great loves, their regrets and 
hardships.  The Survivors project pairs a recording 
of these stirring recollections with a photographic 
portrait of the recording’s protagonist. 

While chilling, uplifting and evocative, in my 
opinion, the spoken word is encumbered by 
limitations.  Through my portraiture, I seek to 
uncover the parts of the story left untold.  The parts 
for which there are often no words.  Each medium 
will breathe life into the other, lending texture, 
context and depth of field.  When they hear the 
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recording, the viewer can explain the twinkle in the 
subject’s eyes, the furrow in his or her brow, or the 
wonder in their smile. 

Survivors will help retain Indigenous oral history, 
challenging misconceptions about Aboriginal 
people. 

My work seeks to preserve the beliefs of these 
great people, their legends and traditions.  A 
catalyst for healing; a reminder of who we are; of 
who we were, so we can see more completely 
where we want to be. 

The Story 
‘Survivors’ is a story of respect and of 

acknowledgement.  Of love.  Regret.  Dignity.  
Occasional sadness.  Of validation.  But mainly it’s 
about the people who participated and what they 
stood for – what they stand for to this day. 

Telling that story became my life’s work. 
Before the project I might have even boasted 

about how well I understood Aboriginal people; 
about their lives, their experiences and struggles.  
After all, some of my best mates are Aboriginal.  We 
grew up together.  I knew as well as anyone, right? 
Surely.  In 1986, my parents moved me and my 
brothers from Newcastle to Wellington.  I grew up 
playing sport.  That’s just what you do in a small 
country town. 

The irony is: when we were all little, I don’t really 
think any of us felt too different from each other.  
We laughed at the same jokes and liked the same 
food and got up to the same mischief.  There’s a 
certain innocence you get with youth.  Before long, I 
was grown up.  At university, I couldn’t believe 
some of the things I heard people say, how ignorant 
they were. 

Most people I found relied on the media to 
inform their views on Aboriginal Australia.  I 
gradually came to recognise the establishment’s 
casual racism and the mainstream’s colonial 
disdain.  It unsettled me.  That was 2001.  My 
passion for photography was born in Newcastle in 
2004.  I began noticing the perfection that bathes 
every moment.  The silence.  The moments in 
between.  Their composition.  Their godliness.  I 
breathed it with every breath.  And I learned how to 
capture it as a moment in time. 

In 2007, I moved to Sydney to pursue a career in 
abstract photography.  By 2008, I was represented 
by Sara Roney Gallery, in Paddington.  At the end of 
2009, during a conversation with my mentor and 
Arthere Creative Producer Sandy Edwards, I 
explained how Wellington was an area I wanted to 
document. 

Sandy’s words have stayed with me to this day: 
So when are you going to start?  Two weeks later I 
was in Wellington.  Searching.  A chance encounter, 
spiked with fateful inevitability, guided me 
headlong into a conversation with renowned 
Wellington hard man, Jamie Stanley.  It was he who 
introduced me to the first Elders of the ‘Survivors’ 
project. 

My journey had begun.  I approached each yarn 
attentively, building trust bit by bit.  I knew I had no 
choice but to offer what lay deepest in my heart.  I 
allowed the Elders to feel who I was for themselves; 
where I was coming from.  I was humbled.  They 
could tell – and they held me in the palm of their 
hand. 

I remember feeling present during these 
conversations in a way I’d never felt before.  I 
focused on the words; every last flourish and 
inflection.  There was such stillness, yet such 
movement and colour.  I could see the frames with 
every breath.  These people were telling me their 
story. 

I reflected on my own family and realised how 
different our stories actually were.  Yet my family 
history is also central to the project.   

Now in 2015, all of my life’s influences have 
flowed into ‘Survivors’.  Both my parents are 
schoolteachers.  Both my grandparents on my 
father’s side worked for the Australian Inland 
Mission during the ’40s and early ’50s, in 
Brewarrina, Menindee and Woorabinda. 

There’s a symmetry I can’t ignore between their 
experience and my yearning to learn about the 
Wellington Aboriginal community, and its own 
mission, Nanima.  And there’s a didactic quality to 
my work too – I’m determined to educate the non-
indigenous about what life is, and what it always 
has been, for the people from Binjang of the 
Wiradjuri Nation. 

My oldest mate Damien Kelly played a huge role 
in the development and roll out of ‘Survivors’.  He 
never let up reminding me how important this work 
was.  I often wondered where he found the energy!  
I couldn’t have completed the project without him – 
he held me to a higher level of accountability than 
that to which I could hold myself.  I’d often speak to 
his mum, Denise, for invaluable advice on culture 
and protocols. 

‘Survivors’ is my humble tribute to the 
Wellington Aboriginal community – the kindest, 
wisest community I’ve ever known.  The biggest 
thing I’ve learned is just how little I still know – and 
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how anxious I am to find out more.  ‘Survivors’ only 
scratches the surface of one community, amongst 
500 Nations.  How much do you know about 

Aboriginal Australia?  Pull back the covers and take 
a peek.  It might change your life.* 

 
 
 

* See the online version of the exhibition, with oral history audio extracts HERE 
 

 

 
Asher Milgate with his photographic portraits of Uncle Billy Lou Carr 

and Aunty Joyce Williams. 
 

                
 Ab Towney Neville Brown  

http://www.survivors.net.au/
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             Nelson Smith Beata Chatfield 
 

              
            Lynette Riley Aunty Violet Carr 
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   Voiceprint is the online newsletter of Oral History NSW Inc., an independently incorporated oral 
history association and a member of the national body, Oral History Australia Inc. 
 
   Until now, it has been published twice yearly, in April and October, ISSN 1830-7603.  Editors for this 
issue: Sally Zwartz and Francis Good. 
 
   This is the last issue of Voiceprint, and from now on, this publication will be replaced by a blog on 
the Oral History NSW website.  We welcome submissions of all kinds to the new blog, called Hearsay.  
To discuss or make a contribution, email hearsay@oralhistorynsw.org.au, or write to PO Box 261, 
Pennant Hills, NSW 1715. 
 
   Our website carries notices of all events and activities together with resource information for all 
interested in oral history.  Oral History NSW also publishes a monthly e-newsletter, Oral History 
Network News, with listings of seminars, conferences, events and news of interest to the wider oral 
history community.  It is available to both friends and members of Oral History NSW.  To subscribe, 
contact the editor by email: networknews@oralhistorynsw.org.au 
 

 
We also invite everyone to join our recently established Facebook group. 

You can do that HERE. 
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