Capturing oral histories of your family
There are some good books on how to do oral history, including this one by Donald Ritchie. It’s called “Doing Oral History: A Practical Guide.” It is practical, but it also contains a lot of information about legal concerns and digitizing oral archives – issues that are not so relevant to folks who just want some tips about how to preserve the life stories of their relatives. By the way, with The Legacy Project we have discovered that some of our best projects have featured extraordinary “ordinary” people – such as a 91-year-old civil rights worker in Bremerton who was conducting sit-ins when Martin Luther King was in junior high. So the stories you capture can be invaluable not just to your family but for history.
Here are some really practical tips, some of them learned the hard way:
1. Buy a good tape recorder. The good news is that a good one can be purchased for well under one-hundred dollars. $75 is actually more like it. The one we’re using is the Olympus DS-2300, which cost about $100, but you likely can get by with fewer bells and whistles.
2. Before you set out to record an oral history, make sure you actually understand how to run the tape recorder you’ve purchased. In fact, since instruction books are usually unintelligible, it’s a good idea to get the sales person to demonstrate the features of a tape recorder you’re thinking of buying. 
3. Here’s the most practical tip I can offer: Bring extra batteries! It’s awful to be right in the middle of your uncle’s breathtaking story about bombing Berlin from a B-17 in 1944 only to discover that you’re out of power. Also, if you should need to change batteries during a session, turn the tape recorder off. On many recorders, you run the risk of losing taped material if the machine is still on when you change batteries. Sometimes, too, the machine will switch automatically to a new file once new batteries are inserted, so make a note of what file you’re on, such as 04/04.
4. It’s a good idea to have a notebook at hand so you can jot down things like that, together with cues to places on the tape where the stories are especially interesting – or to remind yourself of follow-up questions.

5. Lapel microphones are usually an accessory. They’re a good investment at $25 or so. Make sure the little switches that turn on the lapel microphones are actually on! Place the lapel microphone as close as possible to the subject’s mouth without interfering with their comfort. Placement of the lapel microphone is especially important with elderly folks. Recently I encountered someone who absent-mindedly twirled the microphone cord, then covered the microphone with her hand as she rested her chin on her hand. From time time, regularly take note of whether the little bars that register voice level are bouncing.
6. Begin each oral history session with a tape recorder test: “Uncle Charles, please say a few words for me so we can be sure your microphone is operating properly.”

7. Then you’re ready to roll: Give yourself an introduction: “It’s January 30, 2010. This is John Hughes, tape recording an oral history with his uncle, Charles McSpadden, who flew 32 missions with the 8th Air Force into Nazi Germany during World War II.”
8. Do your homework! Try to pin down key dates and names in advance so that you can fill in blanks and jog memories. You’ll ask better questions if you brush up on your history. For instance: “When the Depression began in 1929 you were 4 years old. I know that’s a long time ago, but what are your memories of growing up during those tough times?” Or “Where were you on Dec. 7, 1941, a day which President Roosevelt said ‘would live in infamy.’ ” “You said your parents were always Democrats, but you were in the service; what did you think of President Eisenhower?”
9. Ask open-ended questions. Say, “Tell me about” rather than “Were you afraid during the war?” You want something more than “Yes” or “No.” You can also say, “What was it like?” In fact, Rule No. 1 for a good oral historian is “Shut up and Listen.” It’s OK to jog someone’s memory, or even to share in it, like: “My fondest memories are when we all went to Mason Lake for a month every summer. Was that great for you, too?” What you don’t want to do is substitute your story for the one you’re trying to preserve. Try to put people at ease. Find a comfortable place to talk – one that’s free of noise and interruptions. (I will share an anecdote here.)
10. To borrow a slogan from Nike, the best piece of advice I can give you is to JUST DO IT! The story I always tell on myself is a cautionary note about my Uncle Charles. I am his namesake, John Charles Hughes. Uncle Charles was a waist gunner on a B-17 flying out of Thorpe Abbots on the coast of England into the maw of Hitler’s Third Reich. As a boy growing up I was fascinated by airplanes and pestered him to tell me his war stories. Like many men and women of his era – Tom Brokaw called them “The Greatest Generation” – Uncle Charles was not one to brag. But I got the gist of it, and the gist of it was sobering and amazing. The losses those guys suffered were horrific. Charles McSpadden won two Distinguished Flying Crosses and four Air Medals and lived to tell about it. Except that his nephew – a professional writer and historian – never got around to conducting an oral history with him before it was too late. I’m heartsick that I failed history and my family in not getting off the dime. I need to take my own advice and start an oral history with my 90-year-old mother-in-law, who was an Army Air Force psychiatric nurse in Arizona during World War II. She has some amazing stories about what they called “combat fatigue” and the way it haunted the men who had been in harm’s way too often and too long.  

11. Now that you’ve got an oral history, you’re going to want to share it. You can transcribe it, which – be forewarned – is hard work. Important work, but hard work. That’s why notes you’ve made can come in so handy. Other ways to share are with audio sound bites and social networking sites.

Bring extra batteries and Just do it!

12. Now, here’s Trova…
