
ORAL HISTORY: THEN AND NOW 

The r i s e  of o r a l  h i s t o r y  has been a s soc i a t ed  by many wi th  t h e  popu la r i t y  of t h e  
p o r t a b l e  t a p e  recorder .  I ts  d e t r a c t o r s  c laim t h a t  t h e  t a p e  recorder  c r e a t e s  t r i v i a  
n o t  h i s t o r y ,  r i d i c u l e  t h e  v a l i d i t y  of taped in te rv iews  due t o  t h e  f a l l i b i l i t y  of 
human memory, and c r i n g e  a t  t h e  t i t l e  of o r a l  h i s t o r i a n .  I t s  defenders  r e p l y  t h a t  
o r a l  h i s t o r y  i s  e s s e n t i a l  t o  preserve  t h e  undocumented experiences of non-e l i t e s ,  
t h a t  i t  provides a  means of f i l l i n g  c r u c i a l  gaps i n  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  record ,  and t h a t  
i t  'democrat izes '  both h i s t o r y  and h i s t o r i a n s  and i s  t h e r e f o r e  he re  t o  s t a y .  But 
amidst t h e  smoke and f i r e  of t h i s  deba te  a  major po in t  i s  o f t e n  overlooked. The 
t a p e  recorder  d id  n o t  'd i scover '  o r a l  h i s t o r y ,  b u t  r a t h e r  re-discovered i t .  Oral 
h i s t o r y  i s  t h e  o l d e s t  form of h i s t o r i c a l  documentation and d a t e s  back t o  t h e  
c i v i l i z a t i o n  of t h e  Greeks when Herodotus gathered t e s t imon ia l s  from s o l d i e r s  
a f t e r  a  b a t t l e  a s  source m a t e r i a l  f o r  h i s  h i s t o r i c a l  accounts .  With t h e  advent of 
improved w r i t i n g  and p r i n t i n g  processes  a s  we l l  a s  t h e  r i s e  of l i t e r a c y  and l i b r a r i e s ,  
t h e  w r i t t e n  record gradual ly  became accepted by h i s t o r i a n s  a s  t h e  most l e g i t i m a t e  
form of documentation. However, o r a l  h i s t o r y  was no t  t o t a l l y  fo rgo t t en  by those  
i n t e r e s t e d  i n  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  n a r r a t i v e ,  r a t h e r  i t  was de-emphasized and o f t e r  
unacknowledged. Severa l  t imes i t s  va lue  would be re-discovered i n  a  manner 
reminiscent  of many o r a l  h i s t o r y  p r o j e c t s  today which u t i l i z e  t h e  t a p e  recorder .  
The fol lowing preface ,  w r i t t e n  by Robert S e l l a r s  f o r  h i s  His tory  of Huntingdon 
County, Quebec, i s  one such example. No doubt many of t h e  problems and arguments 
d e t a i l e d  by t h e  author  wi th  r e spec t  t o  o r a l  h i s t o r y  w i l l  seem f a m i l i a r  t o  many. But 
it should be  remembered t h a t  h i s  book was w r i t t e n  i n  1888. 
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The fol lowing work was undertaken w i t h  r e luc t ance  and s o l e l y  from a  sense  of 

du ty .  Soon a f t e r  coming t o  Huntingdon I perceived t h a t  t h e  f i r s t - s e t t l e r s  were f a s t  
passing away and I considered i t  would be deeply deplored by f u t u r e  genera t ions  t h a t  
no n a r r a t i v e  of when and how they  redeemed t h e  wi lderness ,  no ske t ch  of t h e  kind of 
men and women they  were, should have been preserved. Fee l ing  thus  I r epea t ed ly  sug- 
ges ted  t o  d i f f e r e n t  f r i e n d s ,  q u a l i f i e d  by educat ion and long-residence i n  t h e  d i s t r i c t ,  
t h a t  they ought t o  prepare  a  l o c a l  h i s t o r y .  Not one would l i s t e n  t o  my r ep resen ta t ions .  
A s  time passed on I perceived t h a t  soon t h e  prepara t ion  of such a  work would be impos- 
s i b l e ,  and i f  i t  was t o  be done a t  a l l  I must needs do i t  myself.  My occupat ion was 
a  s e r i o u s  hindrance t o  i t s  p rosecut ion .  The publ i sher  of a  country newspaper so 
i n d i f f e r e n t l y  supported t h a t  i t s  punctual  appearance weekly depended as much on my 
l abo r  a s  a  p r i n t e r  a s  i t s  e d i t o r ,  I could no t  l eave  my o f f i c e  t o  ga the r  information 
except a t  r a r e  i n t e r v a l s  and f o r  s h o r t  per iods ,  and t h i s  c ircumstance has m a t e r i a l l y  
a f f e c t e d  t h e  completeness of t h e  work. 

A s  t h e  va lue  of a  h i s t o r y ,  however humble, depends upon i t s  a u t h e n t i c i t y ,  t h e  
reader  has  a  r i g h t  t o  know t h e  sources  from which I drew my information.  When I 
began t o  prepare f o r  t h e  work, I counted on f ind ing  much documentary m a t e r i a l .  My 
hopes were quenched i n  a  very  s h o r t  t ime. Not a  l e t t e r ,  d i a r y ,  o r  memorandum cound 
I ob ta in .  Repeatedly have I gone wi th  confidence t o  t h e  f a m i l i e s  of clergymen and 
o the r  educated men t o  a sk  t o  be permit ted t o  examine t h e  papers  they  had l e f t ,  on ly  
t o  be d isappoin ted .  Documents which, t o  me would have been of consequence 
I could n o t  ob ta in .  Speaking from my experience,  I would say t h e  idea  e n t e r t a i n e d  
by M r .  Brymner, t h e  keeper of t h e  a rch ives  a t  Ottawa, and o t h e r s ,  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  much 
documentary m a t e r i a l  l y i n g  h id  i n  f a m i l i e s  s i m i l a r  t o  t h a t  of t h e  muniment-chests 
of Great B r i t a i n ,  i s  a  de lus ion .  The d e s t r u c t i o n  of t h e  papers  of t h e  se igniory-  



o f f i c e  was an i r r e p a r a b l e  l o s s  t o  me, which would have been avoided had I assumed t h e  
t a s k  t en  yea r s  sooner .  M r .  Browning d i d  h i s  b e s t  t o  a s s i s t  me, and h i s  kindness  I 
he re  acknowledge. 

F a i l i n g  t o  secure  documentary sources of information,  I had t o  depend almost 
e n t i r e l y  upon what I could g lean  i n  conversa t ions  wi th  e a r l y  s e t t l e r s ,  and i f  t h e r e  
ever  was a  h i s t o r y  w r i t t e n  a s  taken from t h e  l i p s  of a c t o r s  i n  o r  eye-witnesses of 
t h e  scenes depic ted ,  i t  i s  t h a t  now submitted. I v i s i t e d  every o l d  s e t t l e r  I could 
l e a r n  o f ,  and thus  l i s t e n e d  t o  what over 300 had t o  say .  There i s  such a  d i f f e r e n c e  
among men and women i n  accuracy of observa t ion  and power of memory, t h a t  information 
of t h i s  n a t u r e  has t o  be c a r e f u l l y  d e a l t  wi th ,  and t h e  n a r r a t i v e s  I obtained I com- 
pared and s i f t e d ,  and when I found s e r i o u s  d i sc repanc ie s  o r  had doubts  a s  t o  t h e  
co r r ec tnes s  of what had been t o l d  me, I paid more than  one v i s i t  t o  t h e  same person, 
i n  a  few ins t ances ,  a s  many a s  fou r  o r  f i v e .  The work of in te rv iewing  was no t  on ly  
l abo r ious ,  bu t  too o f t e n  d isagreeable ,  f o r  my r ecep t ion  was not  always grac ious .  
That a sane man should neglec t  h i s  bus iness  and spend h i s  substance on horse-hire  t o  
c o l l e c t  old-world s t o r i e s ,  and, above a l l ,  do so from d i s i n t e r e s t e d  motives,  was 
beyond t h e  comprehension of many, and c u r t  answers, susp ic ious  ques t ions ,  and down- 
r i g h t  r e f u s a l s  were sometimes my reward f o r  a  cold and f a t i g u i n g  d r i v e  over bad roads.  
I n  t h e  ma jo r i t y  of i n s t ances ,  however, I was k indly  received and a l l  t h e  information 
des i r ed  r e a d i l y  conveyed t o  me. 

I: b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h e  book w i l l  be  of more than  l o c a l  va lue ,  and found my b e l i e f  
on t h e s e  reasons:  

1. That i t  i s  t h e  f i r s t  t o  g ive  a  f u l l  account,  prepared from o r i g i n a l  sources,  of 
t h e  events  of t h e  war of 1812 i n  t h i s  province, f o r  t h e  opera t ions  i n  t h e  f i r s t  county 
of Huntingdon comprise a l l  t h a t  happened i n  Quebec during t h e s e  t h r e e  even t fu l  yea r s ,  
except ing Wilkinson' s r e p u l s e  a t  Lacol le  m i l l .  

2. That i t  i s  o r i g i n a l  i n  g iv ing  a  minute y e t  comprehensive p i c t u r e  of how Canada 
was made: of how i ts  p ioneers  subdued t h e  wi lderness  and l e f t  t h e  country what we 
f i n d  i t .  There a r e  numberless n a r r a t i v e s  of l i f e  i n  t h e  bush, t h e r e  a r e  many county 
h i s t o r i e s ;  bu t  t h i s  i s  t h e  f i r s t  a t tempt  t o  g ive  t h e  experience n o t  of one o r  two 
s e t t l e r s ,  b u t  of s co res ,  not  colored t o  make a  f a s c i n a t i n g  book, o r  t o l d  by persons 
of a  romantic d i s p o s i t i o n ,  bu t  t h e  unvarnished n a r r a t i v e s  of men and women whose hands 
were s t i f f e n e d  and backs bent  by t h e  t o i l s  and s u f f e r i n g s  they  r e l a t e ,  and n o t  one 
of whom would have reduced t h e i r  s t o r i e s  t o  wr i t i ng .  How Huntingdon and i t s  s i s t e r  
coun t i e s  were made i s  a  sample of how Ontar io and Canada were made, and the  making 
of Canada must form a t  t h e  base of a l l  t r u e  h i s t o r i e s  of our  country.  

3. It g ives  an almost complete h i s t o r y  of t h e  r e b e l l i o n  of 1838, f o r  t h e  head and 
f r o n t  of t h e  r i s i n g  of t h a t  year  was i n  t h e  d i s t r i c t  t h a t  f a l l s  w i th in  i t s  scope, 
while  i t  t a k e s  up a  s u b j e c t  which o the r  h i s t o r i e s  have ignored, t h e  r e l a t i o n s  of 
t h e  two r aces .  

That t h e  book w i l l  b e  of permanent va lue  I am somewhat doubt fu l ,  and whi le  
engaged i n  i t s  p repa ra t ion  I o f t e n  asked myself,  Is t h e  p lay  worth t h e  candle? and 
considered whether I should not  abandon i t .  Af ter  deba t ing  t h e  ma t t e r  t h e  conclusion 
I always reached was, t h a t  though t h e  present  genera t ion  might poss ib ly  regard a  
record of t h e  se t t l emen t  of t h e  d i s t r i c t  of Beauharnois a s  t r i t e  and commonplace 
and d ismiss  i t  w i t h  d i sda in ,  a  t ime would come when some f u t u r e  Buckle o r  Macaulay 
would t u r n  t o  i t s  pages f o r  information on s u b j e c t s  preserved nowhere e l s e ,  and t h e  
thought (poss ib ly  a  f o o l i s h  one) t h a t  I was working f o r  f u t u r e  genera t ions ,  encour- 
aged me t o  persevere  and complete my t a s k ,  when I had naught e l s e  t o  cheer  me. 


