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The genes i s  of t h e  W.A.C. Bennett  
biography was i n  t h e  s p r i n g  of 1976 when 
I f i r s t  m e t  t h e  ex-Premier. Half expec- 
t i n g  t o  meet a t a l l  ogre  of  a  man I w a s  
g r ee t ed  by a r a t h e r  s h o r t ,  ro tund ,  s m i -  
l i n g  g rand fa the r ly  f i g u r e .  That was 
j u s t  t h e  beginning of a long s e r i e s  of 
c o l l a p s i n g  assumptions on my p a r t .  
W.A.C. Bennett  was i n  f a c t  a  very char- 
ming man who i n  person b e l i e d  h i s  s t e r n  
p u b l i c  image. It's funny how o f t e n  w e  
expec t  our  g i a n t s  t o  be  t a l l  and mean. 
The i n t e r v i e w  had been i n i t i a t e d  by 
myself wi th  t h e  i n t e n t i o n  of  w r i t i n g  a 
r e t r o s p e c t i v e  a r t i c l e  on h i s  p o l i t i c a l  
career, bu t  I soon r e a l i z e d  a  g r e a t e r  
oppor tun i ty .  

He answered a l l  my ques t i ons  a s  w e l l  
a s  s e t t i n g  o f f  on t a n g e n t s  of h i s  own 
choosing. He w a s  i n  c o n t r o l  of t h e  
i n t e rv i ew .  A t  t h e  end of t h e  two hour 
i n t e r v i e w ,  I embarrassingly r a n  o u t  of 
t a p e  over t e a .  H e  s a i d ,  "Well my 
f r i e n d ,  perhaps we should do t h i s  
again."  And I agreed.  During t h e  
course  of a lmos t  t h r e e  y e a r s ,  a t  i r r egu -  
l a r  i n t e r v a l s ,  I met wi th  him t o  d i s c u s s  
a s p e c t s  of  h i s  persona l  h i s t o r y .  These 
i n t e r v i e w s  took p l ace  i n  Vancouver, 
V i c t o r i a  and Kelowna. And they  covered 

t h e  gamut of  h i s  p u b l i c  c a r e e r  and o f t e n  
verged on monologues d i r e c t e d  towards 
h imse l f .  They were l e c t u r e s  on t h e  ar t  
and philosophy of "ge t t i ng  t h i n g s  done. " 

I conducted a  t o t a l  of more t han  30 
hours  of d e t a i l e d  reminiscences and it 
was i n  t h o s e  i n t e rv i ews  t h e  biography 
which I ' v e  w r i t t e n  was formed. Oral  
h i s t o r y  provided an i nva luab le  biogra- 
p h i c a l  t o o l  and was t h e  l i t e r a r y  equiva- 
l e n t  of having a  s u b j e c t  sit f o r  a por- 
t ra i t .  I be l i eve  t h a t  t h e  long hours 
spen t  a lone  wi th  M r .  Bennett  have 
enr iched  t h e  book immensely. 

H i s  own well-thought o u t  ve r s ion  of 
t h e  p a s t ,  however, o f t e n  masqueraded a s  
a s tate of t o t a l  r e c a l l .  It was neces- 
s a r y  t o  v e r i f y  m a t e r i a l ,  t h a t  I gained 
i n  i n t e rv i ews ,  by r e sea rch  i n  o the r  
sou rces  and o t h e r  i n t e rv i ews  a s  w e l l .  
Nonetheless,  a s  i s  always t h e  c a s e  when 
an  in t e rv i ewer  spends enough t i m e  with 
h i s  s u b j e c t ,  t h e  s u b j e c t  r e v e a l s  more of 
himself t han  he knows. And it was 
u s u a l l y  i n  t h e  hours  spen t  i n  candid 
conversa t ion ,  when t h e  t a p e  recorder  was 
tu rned  o f f ,  I l ea rned  t h e  most about  my 
s u b j e c t  . 

Now a  p o l i t i c i a n  who gave no thought 
a t  a l l  t o  how p o s t e r i t y  would view him 
would be a r a r e  animal indeed. Moreover 
t h e  need t o  be e l u s i v e  wi th  h i s  contem- 
p o r a r i e s  need n o t  apply  an equa l  need t o  
e lude  p o s t e r i t y .  W.A.C. Bennet t ,  who 
possessed an ego a t  least a s  l a r g e  as 
any o t h e r  pub l i c  f i g u r e  i n  h i s  genera- 
t i o n ,  w a s  widely misunderstood during 



t h e  two decades  i n  which h e  s e r v e d  as 
premier  o f  B r i t i s h  Columbia. And as a 
r e s u l t  a g r e a t  d e a l  of f i c t i o n a l i z a t i o n  
grew up around him and t h a t  i s  what i s  
d i f f i c u l t  t o  b reak  through.  However, I 
b e l i e v e  M r .  Benne t t  w a s  more for thcoming 
w i t h  me d u r i n g  h i s  l a s t  y e a r s  t h a n  h e  
had been w i t h  j o u r n a l i s ~ s  i n  h i s  heyday. 
Through my i n t e r v i e w s  w i t h  him, f o r  
example, I was a b l e  t o  g a i n  a c c e s s  t o  
h i s  papers  i n  Kelowna. However, i f  he  
opened doors  f o r  m e  t h a t  would o t h e r w i s e  
have remained c l o s e d ,  perhaps  f o r e v e r ,  
h e  a l s o  a t t empted  t o  s t e e r  m e  away i n  
o t h e r  d i r e c t i o n s .  And it i s  p r e c i s e l y  
t h o s e  a r e a s  t h a t  t h e  b iographer  o r  h i s -  
t o r i a n  h a s  a  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  t o  e x p l o r e .  

I n  o r d e r  t o  t r a n s c e n d  t h e  r e l a t i v e  
l i m i t  o f  imagina t ion  and move i n t o  t h e  
ha rd  coun t ry  of f a c t ,  it w a s  n e c e s s a r y  
t o  r e s o r t  t o  r e s e a r c h  i n  a l l  a v a i l a b l e  
s o u r c e s .  And i n  a way, I f e e l  a s  a l l  
b i o g r a p h e r s  must,  I t r e s p a s s e d  i n t o  p r i -  
v a t e  p r o h i b i t i v e  areas-- the  p r i v a t e  do- 
main of a p u b l i c  man's l i f e .  But I a l s o  
feel t h a t  t h e  product  of t h i s  r e s e a r c h  
r e p r e s e n t s  a more complete unders tand ing  
of h i s  l i f e ,  o f f e r i n g  more t h a n  a f u g i -  
t i v e  gl impse o f  h i s  p e r s o n a l i t y  and 
p l a c i n g  i t  i n t o  a  c l e a r e r  h i s t o r i c a l  
c o n t e x t .  

Now i n  a d d i t i o n  t o  my i n t e r v i e w s  w i t h  
Benne t t ,  I conducted hundreds  o f  hours  
o f  i n t e r v i e w s  w i t h  h i s  f a m i l y ,  f r i e n d s ,  
c o l l e a g u e s  and p o l i t i c a l  opponents .  I 
a l s o  made g r e a t  use  of o r a l  h i s t o r y  
c o l l e c t e d  by o t h e r  i n t e r v i e w e r s .  Most 
of t h e s e  a r e  a v a i l a b l e  i n  t h e  Sound and 
Moving Image D i v i s i o n  of t h e  P.A.B.C. 

The use  o f  o r a l  h i s t o r y  h a s  r e s u l t e d  
i n  a  n e t  g a i n  f o r  my s t u d i e s .  Not o n l y  
d i d  it add c o l o u r  and l i f e  t o  t h e  book 
by a l l o w i n g  me t o  u s e  t h e  a c t u a l  words 
of t h e  many l e a d i n g  p a r t i c i p a n t s  i n  t h e  
s t o r y  and by encouraging me t o  exper i -  
ment w i t h  t h e  l i t e r a r y  d e v i c e  known as 
p o i n t  o f  view, bu t  it h a s  been a  unique- 
l y  i n v a l u a b l e  s o u r c e  i n  i t s e l f  and I 
t h i n k  t h a t  is  a  ve ry  i m p o r t a n t  p o i n t .  
Oral h i s t o r y  became a very  v a l u a b l e  
method and probably  t h e  on ly  one a v a i l a -  
b l e  t o  document W.A.C. B e n n e t t ' s  perso- 

n a l  h i s t o r y  and t h e  s e c r e t i v e  n a t u r e  of 
h i s  p r a c t i c e  of power. P o l i t i c s  being a 
v e r b a l  environment ,  t h e  former  premier  
w a s  n o t  w e l l  known f o r  w r i t i n g  l e t t e r s  
o r  d i s t r i b u t i n g  memos o r  p l a c i n g  h i s  
t h o u g h t s  on paper .  He d i d  much of  h i s  
work on t h e  t e l e p h o n e ,  t h u s ,  l e a v i n g  
gaps  i n  t h e  r e c o r d  t h a t  were ha rd  t o  
t r a n s c e n d .  But by i n t e r v i e w i n g  many of 
h i s  c o l l e a g u e s  I cou ld  rise above t h i s  
problem of documentation.  

It was th rough  t e c h n i q u e s  o f  o r a l  
h i s t o r y  I was a b l e  t o  e x p l o r e  and unco- 
v e r  many unknown f a c t s  abou t  h i s  youth-- 
t h e  d e s p e r a t e  pover ty  o f  h i s  youth  and 
h i s  s a d l y  broken f a m i l y  t h a t  h e  w a s  p a r t  
o f  i n  New Brunswick. Using t h e  same 
method I was a b l e  t o  r e c o n s t r u c t  h i s  
young adu l thood  i n  Edmonton when many of 
h i s  i d e a l s  and  a m b i t i o n s  seemed t o  form. 

Oral h i s t o r y  was a l s o  v a l u a b l e  i n  
documenting many p r e v i o u s l y  unknown fa -  
c e t s  of t h e  c o a l i t i o n  government i n  B.C. 
d u r i n g  t h e  1940 ' s ,  and was a b s o l u t e l y  
i n d i s p e n s a b l e  i n  c h r o n i c l i n g  t h e  e a r l y  
f o r m a t i v e  y e a r s  o f  t h e  S o c i a l  C r e d i t  
movement on t h e  West c o a s t .  I d o n ' t  
b e l i e v e  I cou ld  have gained as i n t i m a t e  
u n d e r s t a n d i n g  of t h e  o p e r a t i o n  of t h e  
p r o v i n c i a l  government under B e n n e t t ' s  
d i r e c t i o n  a s  Premier  i f  I had n o t  r e s o r -  
t e d  t o  o r a l  h i s t o r y .  And t h i s  i n c l u d e d  
d e t a i l e d  a c c o u n t s  o f  p a s t  mee t ings  of 
Treasury  Board, Caucus and  t h e  L e g i s l a -  
t u r e .  I was a l s o  a b l e  t o  de te rmine  a 
much more d e t a i l e d  chronology t h a n  h a s  
p r e v i o u s l y  been a v a i l a b l e  i n t o  t h e  
infamous Somrner's a f f a i r  when a M i n i s t e r  
o f  t h e  Crown went t o  ja i l .  I have been 
a b l e  t o  e s t a b l i s h  t h a t  money d i d  i n  f a c t  
change hands i n  t h a t  s o r d i d  e p i s o d e .  
O r a l  h i s t o r y  h a s  e n a b l e d  m e  t o  e x p l o r e  
t h e  c a l l i n g  of e l e c t i o n s  i n  B.C. and t o  
d e s c r i b e  i n  d e t a i l  t h e  r u n n i n g  o f  el-ec- 
t i o n  campaigns under t h e  e l d e r  Benne t t .  
I ' v e  a l s o  been a b l e  t o  uncover new f a c t s  
abou t  t h e  r e o r g a n i z a t i o n  of t h e  S o c i a l  
C r e d i t  P a r t y  a f t e r  t h e  NDP v i c t o r y  i n  
1972. And a l s o  was t o l d  t h e  real s t o r y  
o f  B i l l  Benne t t  e n t e r i n g  p o l i t i c s  and 
h i s  rise t o  power. O r a l  h i s t o r y  h a s  
he lped  m e  t o  a r r i v e  a t  what b o t h  b iogra -  



p h e r s  and h i s t o r i a n s  regard  t o  be t h e  
f i r s t  qual i f ica t ion--knowledge o f  t h e  
t r u t h .  

What t h e n  a r e  t h e  h a z a r d s  of t h i s  
e n t e r p r i s e ?  One of t h e  d i f f i c u l t  ques- 
t i o n s  r e v o l v e s  around t h e  problem of  
v e r i f i c a t i o n .  Is t h e  n a t u r e  o f  h i s t o r i -  
cal  t r u t h  somehow a l t e r e d  by t h e  circwn- 
s t a n c e s  i n  which i t  i s  come by? I f  w e  
were t o  a p p l y  t h e  same r i g o r o u s  s t a n -  
d a r d s  t o  o r a l  h i s t o r y  t h a t  w e  do t o  
o t h e r  h i s t o r i c a l  s o u r c e s  how can w e  e v e r  
be c e r t a i n  t h a t  we have determined t h e  
f i n a l  word on any  s u b j e c t ?  Unl ike  paper  
documents, " l i v i n g  documents" a r e  seem- 
i n g l y  i n e x h a u s t i b l e .  I f  w e  have i n t e r -  
viewed one o r  twc p a r t i c i p a n t s  i n  a  
p a r t i c u l a r  e p i s o d e ,  do we n o t  have a n  
o b l i g a t i o n  t o  i n t e r v i e w  a l l  t h e  o t h e r s  
who were i n v o l v e d ?  And even i f  t h a t  
were p o s s i b l e  would t h a t  l e a d  u s  any 
c l o s e r  t o  t h e  t r u t h ?  I b e l i e v e  one must 
a t  a l l  c o s t s  a v o i d  b l i n d  f a i t h  i n  o r a l  
t e s t imony .  The p o i n t  I ' m  a t t e m p t i n g  t o  
malce h e r e  i s  t h a t  c o r r o b o r a t i o n  by o r a l  
t e s t imony  can be  p r o b l e m a t i c .  However, 
I still  f e e l  t h a t  i t  i s  worth  t h e  e f f o r t  
t o  employ t h e  t e c h n i q u e s  o f  o r a l  h i s -  
t o r y ,  s o  l o n g  as t h e  remin i scences  a r e  
used i n  c o n j u n c t i o n  w i t h  o t h e r  a v a i l a b l e  
s o u r c e s .  

The o t h e r  problem I ' d  l i k e  t o  mention 
i s  one which i s  p o t e n t i a l l y  more s e r i -  
o u s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  f o r  a b i o g r a p h e r .  Does 
p e r s o n a l  c o n t a c t  wi th  t h e  s u b j e c t  o f  a 
biography h e l p  o r  h i n d e r  t h e  b iographer  
i n  h i s  p u r s u i t  of t h e  t r u t h ?  I n i t i a l  
r e a c t i o n  t o  t h a t  might probably  be i n  
favour  o f  c o n t a c t  w i t h  t h e  s u b j e c t .  But 
i s  i t  p o s s i b l e  t h a t  such  c o n t a c t  might 
c loud  t h e  b i o g r a p h e r ' s  o b j e c t i v i t y ?  I 
r a i s e  t h i s  q u e s t i o n  a s  a r e s u l t  of my 
own p e r s o n a l  e x p e r i e n c e  w i t h  W.A.C.  
Benne t t .  I r a i s e  i t ,  because  t h e  end 
p roduc t  o f  my work was f a r  more sympa- 
t h e t i c  t o  him t h a n  I imagined it cou ld  
have been when I f i r s t  embarked on t h e  
p r o j e c t .  Pe rhaps  it  was a n  i n e v i t a b l e  
consequence o f  spending many h o u r s  o f  
c o n v e r s a t i o n  w i t h  a man of  h i s  redoubt-  
a b l e  c h a r a c t e r  and g r e a t  charm. When 
ponder ing t h i s  q u e s t i o n  I am f o r c e d  t o  

r e t u r n  t o  what I e a r l i e r  r e f e r r e d  t o  as 
a d i s t i n c t i o n  between h i s t o r y  and bio- 
graphy. I f  I decided t o  show s imply 
what Benne t t  d i d  i n  a  c o n t e x t  of t i m e  
and p l a c e ,  I b e l i e v e  I cou ld  have done 
t h a t  w i t h o u t  having had any p e r s o n a l  
c o n t a c t  w i t h  t h e  man. I n  f a c t ,  i t  pro- 
bab ly  would have been a l i a b i l i t y  t o  
have known him s i n c e  i t  would have got-  
t e n  i n  t h e  way of an  o b j e c t i v e  h i s t o r i -  
c a l  a ssessment .  However, as a biogra-  
p h e r ,  I wanted t o  do more t h a n  that - - I  
wanted t o  show what Benne t t  w a s  and how 
t h a t  l e d  him t o  do what h e  d i d .  Because 
I wanted t o  t a k e  t h a t  s i g n i f i c a n t  e x t r a  
s t e p ,  I f e e l  t h a t  my p e r s o n a l  c o n t a c t  
w i t h  Benne t t  i s  c r u c i a l  t o  t h e  s tudy .  
Indeed ,  any b iographer  must wish t h e y ' d  
had a  chance t o  meet h i s  s u b j e c t ,  t o  
have conversed w i t h  him, o r  t o  have 
d ined  w i t h  him. I ' m  reminded of what 
Boswell  wro te ,  y e a r s  a f t e r  h i s  biography 
of D r .  Johnson was pub l i shed :  "Nobody 
can w r i t e  of  t h e  l i f e  of man b u t  t h o s e  
who have e a t  and drunk and l i v e d  i n  
s o c i a l  i n t e r c o u r s e  w i t h  them." Se l f -  
e v a l u a t i o n  t e l l s  m e  t h a t  my biography of 
W.A.C. Benne t t  p o r t r a y s  him i n  a  more 
f a v o u r a b l e  l i g h t  t h a n  i t  would have had 
I n o t  used t h e  t e c h n i q u e  of o r a l  h i s -  
t o r y .  But i s  it n o t  p o s s i b l e  t h a t  a  
sympathe t i c  unders tand ing  may i l l u m i n e  
as w e l l  as d i s t o r t ?  S u r e l y  it can pro- 
duce no less a n  o b j e c t i v e  viewpoint  t h a n  
a p u r e l y  n e g a t i v e  one.  

Af te r  s e v e r a l  y e a r s  o f  work on t h e  
book and some r e f l e c t i o n  on t h e  methodo- 
l o g y ,  I a m  c o n f i d e n t  t h a t  t h e  biography 
h a s  b e n e f i t e d  from t h e  u s e  o f  o r a l  h i s -  
t o r y  and p o r t r a y s  a s  real ,  a c c u r a t e  and 
complete  a p o r t r a i t  of  Benne t t  as i s  
p o s s i b l e  a t  t h i s  t ime .  But t h i s  l e a d s  
m e  t o  a quo te  from Vladimir  Nabokov, t h e  
n o v e l i s t ,  t h a t ,  "The real  s t o r y  of any- 
o n e ' s  l i f e  i s  a t h r e e - f o l d  p rocess :  
shaped by t h e  t e l le r ,  re-shaped by t h e  
l i s t e n e r ,  and s e a l e d  from b o t h  by t h e  
dead man's tale." Is it p o s s i b l e  t o  
t e l l  t h e  real s t o r y  o f  a p e r s o n ' s  l i f e ?  
I f  t h e  purpose  o f  h i s t o r y  is  t o  f i n d  o u t  
how i t  r e a l l y  was, w e  can ex tend  t h i s  t o  
biography--to f i n d  o u t  who a  pe rson  



r e a l l y  w a s .  A b iographer  must know t h e  
mask t h e  s u b j e c t  wears and h e  must s e e  
beyond t h a t  mask. But can h e  be s u r e  
t h a t  h i s  b iography w i l l  r e p r e s e n t  t h e  
f i n a l  word on t h e  s u b j e c t ?  I n  s h o r t ,  h e  
cannot .  T h i s  i s  e s p e c i a l l y  s o  when one 
is  d e a l i n g  w i t h  contemporary h i s t o r y .  
For i n s t a n c e ,  I a m  s u r e  t h a t  t h e  f i n a l  
word on W.A.C. B e n n e t t ' s  e r a  of B.C.'s 
h i s t o r y  w i l l  never  be w r i t t e n  s imply 
because  w e  know t o o  much a b o u t  it. 

Of c o u r s e ,  t h e r e  does  n o t  e x i s t  a 
method t h a t  w i l l  e n t i r e l y  i l l u m i n a t e  and 
e n c a p s u l a t e  a p e r s o n ' s  l i f e  i n  words. 
And i n  t h a t  s e n s e  t h e r e  can be no d e f i -  
n i t i v e  biography.  However, I do t h i n k  
t h a t  t h e  t e c h n i q u e s  o f  o r a l  h i s t o r y  do 
a l l o w  t h e  b iographer  t o  edge c l o s e r  t o  a 
d e s e r v i n g  o f  t h a t  u l t i m a t e  a c c o l a d e .  I f  
t h e  dead man o f  t h e  t a l e  i s  t o  c o n c e a l  
h i s  real s t o r y  from a p r o s p e c t i v e  bio- 
g r a p h e r ,  t h e n  h e  must n e c e s s a r i l y  a l s o  
concea l  it from a l l  who knew him. For 
11 l i v i n g  documents" have been known t o  
t a l k .  

"Concluding Remarks" 

by Robin F i s h e r  

Now David s a i d  h e  does  n o t  want t o  
f u r t h e r  d e l v e  i n t o  t h e  "long c o n t e n t i o u s  
and u l t i m a t e l y  wearisome con t roversy"  
over  t h e  v a l i d i t y  of o r a l  h i s t o r y .  Yet, 
it  seems t o  me t h a t  h i s t o r i a n s  must 
always be c r i t i c a l  o f  t h e i r  s o u r c e s .  So 
t h e r e  are a couple  o f  p o i n t s  t h a t  I want 
t o  make, t h a t  a r i s e  from t h e  f a c t  t h a t  
11 what is s a i d  t o  be s o  a i n ' t  n e c e s s a r i l y  

I' s o .  It i s  c e r t a i n l y  t r u e ,  as David 
s u g g e s t s  i n  h i s  paper ,  t h a t  I would 
r a t h e r  l i k e  t o  be a b l e  t o  converse  over  
d i n n e r  w i t h  Thomas D u f f e r i n  P a t t u l l o  i n  
t h e  c o u r s e  of w r i t i n g  my biography-- 
a l t h o u g h  i n  my c a s e  t o  be t r u t h f u l  I 
would c e r t a i n l y  have t o  avo id  t h e  temp- 
t a t i o n  t o  keep up w i t h  [ h i s ]  a b i l i t y  t o  
consume s c o t c h .  But i n  my c a s e  a s  i s  
perhaps  t h e  case f o r  any b iographer  of a 

p o l i t i c i a n ,  i t  would have been p a r t i c u -  
l a r l y  v a l u a b l e  t o  t a l k  t o  h i s  s u b j e c t  
a b o u t  h i s  e a r l y  l i f e .  There  t e n d s  per-  
haps ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  t h e  c a s e  o f  p o l i -  
t i c i a n s  o r  prominent p u b l i c  i n d i v i d u a l s ,  
t o  be a  l a c k  o f  documentat ion,  paper  
documentat ion,  on t h e s e  i n d i v i d u a l s  be- 
f o r e  t h e y  become prominent.  

I n  t h e  c a s e  o f  P a t t u l l o  because  h e  
achieved some prominence abou t  t h e  a g e  
of 24 i n  1897 a s  a s e c r e t a r y  t o  t h e  
Commissioner t o  t h e  Yukon one starts t o  
g e t  documentary ev idence  when he  i s  i n  
h i s  mid-twenties.  But I t h i n k  i t  i s  
t r u e  o f  many p u b l i c  f i g u r e s  t h a t  w e  
d o n ' t  g e t  much documentary ev idence  on 
t h e i r  e a r l y  y e a r s .  Yet ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  
p s y c h o l o g i s t s  and p s y c h o - h i s t o r i a n s  t e l l  
u s  t h a t  i t  i s  t h e s e  ve ry  e a r l y  y e a r s  
t h a t  a r e  s o  c r i t i c a l  i n  t h e  fo rmat ion  of 
c h a r a c t e r .  And t h i s  i s  c e r t a i n l y  a n  
a r e a  i n  which o r a l  h i s t o r y  can h e l p .  
Yet., a t  t h e  same t i m e ,  o f  c o u r s e  I know 
t h a t  o r a l  h i s t o r i a n s  a r e  a lways aware of 
t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  f u n c t i o n  o f  human mem- 
o r y .  But i n  t h i s  p a r t j c u l a r  i n s t a n c e  i t  
seems t o  m e  i t  i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i m p o r t a n t  
t o  a s k  what p e r c e p t i o n s  an  o l d  pe rson  
h a s  o f  h i s  e a r l y  y e a r s .  

I n  t h e  c a s e  of P a t t u l l o ,  f o r  example, 
i f  I had been a b l e  t o  t a l k  t o  him i n  h i s  
la ter  l i f e  a s  a  s u c c e s s f u l  p o l i t i c i a n ,  
what k i n d  of p e r c e p t i o n s  would h e  have 
abou t  h i s  y o u t h f u l  f a i l u r e s ?  Which i n  
P a t t u l l o ' s  c a s e  t h e r e  were many. What 
k i n d  o f  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  t h e  i n d i v i -  
d u a l ' s  young l i f e  w a s  be ing  p r e s e n t e d  by 
t h e  s u b j e c t  i n t e r v i e w e d ?  

Well, as David s a y s  i n  h j s  p a p e r ,  t h e  
advan tage  of o r a l  h i s t o r y  i s  t h a t  t h e  
i n t e r v i e w e e  can c o r r e c t  t h e  i n t e r v i e w e r .  
It seems t o  me, e q u a l l y  t r u e ,  t h a t  h e  
can mis lead  t h e  o r a l  h i s t o r i a n  and may 
do t h i s  wi thou t  even knowing t h a t  h e  i s  
doing it. T h i s ,  it seems t o  me, i s  a 
p a r t i c u l a r l y  i m p o r t a n t  p o i n t  i n  t h e  case 
of  p o l i t i c i a n s ,  who perhaps  have s p e n t  
much of t h e i r  c a r e e r s  c o n c e a l i n g  t h i n g s  
o r  a t  least  d i s s e m i n a t i n g  s e l e c t i v e  
i n f o r m a t i o n .  

It seems t o  me t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a n o t h e r  
i s s u e  r e l a t i n g  t o  t h e  u s e  o f  o r a l  h i s -  



t o r y  t h a t  needs  t o  be  c o n s i d e r e d  a lit- 
t l e  niore t h a n  it h a s .  And t h a t  i s  t h e  
f a c t  t h a t  w i t h  o r a l  h i s t o r y  t h e  h i s t o -  
r i a n  i s  now c r e a t i n g  t h e  documents t h a t  
are t h e  b a s i s  o f  h i s  r e s e a r c h .  With 
t r a d i t i o n a l  docun~entary  r e s e a r c h  t h e  
h i s t o r i a n  i s  a c t i n g  as a  k i n d  of a con- 
d u i t  between t h e  documents c r e a t e d  by 
o t h e r s  a t  t h e  t i m e  t h e  h i s t o r i a n  i s  
w r i t i n g  a b o u t ,  and t h e  r e a d e r  who r e a d s  
whatever t h e  h i s t o r i a n  writes. But i t  
seenis t o  m e  t h a t  w i t h  o r a l  h i s t o r y  t h e  
h i s t o r i a n  is p l a y i n g  a n o t h e r  k i n d  of 
r o l e  i n  a d d i t i o n  t o  t h a t  t h a t  o c c u r s  i n  
documentary r e s e a r c h .  H e  is p l a y i n g  a 
major  r o l e  i n  t h e  c r e a t i o n  o f  documents 
upon which h i s  w r i t i n g  i s  based ,  and it 
seems t h e  p o t e n t i a l  f o r  manipu la t ing  t h e  
p a s t  t h e r e ,  e i t h e r  c o n s c i o u s l y  o r  uncon- 
s c i o u s l y ,  is g r e a t e r .  Also t h e  poten- 
t i a l  f o r  o t h e r s  t o  check up on t h e  pro- 
c e s s  i s  l e s s e n e d ,  once t h e  s u b j e c t  h a s  
passed  away, i n  t h e  c a s e  o f  W.A.C. Ben- 
n e t t  o r  pe rhaps  i n  t h e  c a s e  o f  o t h e r  
p o l i t i c i a n s  [who] s imply g o t  f e d  up w i t h  
be ing  i n t e r v i e w e d .  The b e s t  t h a t  anyone 
can do i n  check ing  t h e  w r i t i n g  of t h e  
h i s t o r i a n s  who u s e  t h i s  t e c h n i q u e  i s  t o  

check t h e  s o u r c e  t h a t  t h e  o r a l  h i s t o r i a n  
and a l s o  t h e  h i s t o r i a n  w r i t i n g  t h e  book 
( s i n c e  h e  is  t h e  same person)  h a s  
c r e a t e d .  It seems t o  m e  a g a i n  you need 
t o  be aware of t h e  problems of t h a t  k ind  
of p r o c e s s .  So w h i l e  I do n o t  doubt t h e  
v a l u e  of o r a l  h i s t o r y  i n  biography,  and 
c e r t a i n l y  I would have l i k e d  t o  employ 
it and u s e  it more i n  mine, I t h i n k  
t h e r e  are impor tan t  q u e s t i o n s  t o  be 
asked abou t  it .  

I t h i n k  t h a t  obv ious ly  David ' s  biog- 
raphy i s  going t o  be a  ve ry  impor tan t  
one.  H e  i s  u s i n g  both  o r a l  h i s t o r y  and 
w r i t t e n  documents. Of c o u r s e  t h e  f i n a l  
proof of t h e  pudding w i l l  be i n  t h e  
e a t i n g .  We w i l l  l ook  forward t o  David 
M i t c h e l l ' s  biography of W.A.C. Bennet t  
f o r  what it w i l l  s a y  abou t  a  ve ry  impor- 
t a n t  p o l i t i c a l  f i g u r e  i n  B r i t i s h  Colum- 
b i a n  h i s t o r y ,  bu t  a l s o  we w i l l  look 
forward t o  i t  a s  a n  example o f  what can 
be done by a bi-ographer u s i n g  t h e  tech-  
n iques  of o r a l  h i s t o r y .  


