The Voice in the Museum: Personal Oral Narratives and Social Identities in Public History.
Paper presented by David Walker to Glasgow Museums Annual Research Conference, Burrell Museum, 04 November 2011 (with powerpoint slideshow)
For many years now staff in Glasgow Museums have devised and conducted oral history projects and, self evidently, with the passing of years the numbers of oral testimonies held by the Museums has grown. Although some of the more recent projects were conducted using digital technology many of the earlier projects were completed using reel-to-reel, cassette, DAT and video tape machines. 
As you probably know this type of media is now virtually obsolete and therefore sections of this wonderful archive of unique, local, and highly relevant research material was becoming increasingly difficult to access and use. Aware of this situation the Museums’ Research Department commissioned a project in 2008 to fully assess the scale of the problem. 
Subsequently a full inventory of the collection was made and a trial digitisation of some cassette tapes was successfully achieved. In a further effort to revitalise this important oral history archive Glasgow Museums and the Scottish Oral History Centre put together a funding proposal to the Arts & Humanities Research Council. This proved successful with the AHRC agreeing to fund a 2 year collaborative project which comes to an end next month. 
As you can see the project had a list of aims and objectives that were drawn up to help us revive and preserve the oral history collection as well as expand the understanding and use of oral history within the Museums. What I hope to do in the next fifteen minutes or so is to go over some of these areas so that you get a flavour of what we have been doing. 
As I’ve already said much of the oral history collection was stored on analogue systems such as reel-to-reel, cassette and video tape. Whilst in the years to come these tapes might eventually decay or become tangled up in machinery the thing that was of immediate concern to us was not so much the condition of the tapes but the fact that fewer and fewer machines are available on which these can be played. Therefore, the first and most important task we faced was to transfer the voices that were on tape to a digital format. To begin this process we decided to work on the largest collection – the 2000 Glasgow Lives oral history archive.
The 2000 Glasgow Lives project was conceived by the Open Museum to coincide with the Millennium and – rather ambitiously - they actually aimed to interview 2000 people. They never achieved this level but using a combination of staff and volunteers they did manage to interview more than 300 people whose birth dates ranged from the late 1890s to the mid 1980s. These testimonies provide a unique insight of school days, working lives, memories of the Second World War, politics, religion, as well as a wide range of views of Glasgow past and what the interviewees thought the future might hold. Although at times it is varied in quality this archive represents a rich source of material for researchers at all levels with an interest in the recent history of Glasgow. Before we have a look at the sorts of things that the interviewees talked about I’ll just give you some insight as to the process we have used to digitise the archive. 
Basically, this is what we do. First of all you have to connect a high-end cassette player to a digital recorder such as a Marantz. You then play the cassette tape and the analogue sound wave travels down the wire and is captured by the digital recorder as a sound file known as a .wav file. The .wav file is quite large – usually about 650MB for each hour of recording. The .wav file is then transferred to a computer and is then opened in a little bit of software called WinLame so that we can create an additional and much smaller file called an MP3 file. To the human ear both files sound exactly the same but we do this because the MP3 is a much more manageable size to copy or make sound clips from for use on web pages and slideshows. The .wav file would only really be used by an organisation such as the BBC who use very sophisticated sound equipment. I suppose if you think of the .wav file as the original object and the MP3 as a photograph of the object you can see what is happening. They both look the same but as we know the original object holds much more information than we can casually see. Once this process is completed both .wav and MP3 digital files are transferred to a secure data system where they are preserved for future use. Generally, it would be the MP3 files that would be accessed and used by researchers. 
One of other vital jobs we had to do was to summarise the content of each recording. The creation of the summary takes place when the digitisation process is being carried out. As the cassette is played notes are made of the topics under discussion and time-points are entered to show the exact point when the subject being discussed changes. This information is then typed as a Word file and stored along with the digital sound files. This means that when researchers are looking at the files in the future they can access the summary, do a word search on it or quickly scan down to see what was discussed and at which point this happened in the interview. The researcher can then go to the exact point in the digital recording and listen to what was said. Each summary also contains vital information about the original recording such as who was being interviewed, their date and place of birth and when the interview took place. This is an extremely useful thing to have if you are researching sound files. The alternative is to transcribe the entire interview which can take at least 3 to 4 hours for every hour of discussion. 
Nonetheless, as you’ll appreciate, creating the summaries and the digital files has been quite a labour intensive procedure. In order to progress this area we were able to recruit and train three different groups of volunteers who not only gained valuable workplace experience and skills but they also helped deliver a fantastic number of completed files. At present there are now more than 200 of the 300 original recordings available in digital format and along with the summaries are much easier to access and use in exhibitions, installations, slideshows, publications, etc. 
The summary you can see here is taken from the Glasgow 2000 Lives project and relates to an interview with Dr John Brown, the former managing director of John Brown’s shipyards and naval architect of the Queen Mary, Queen Elizabeth - as well as the Royal Yacht Britannia.   
The value of the oral history archive can be seen in that Dr Brown was born in 1901 and interviewed shortly before his 95th birthday. He died a few years later but we are still able to hear what he said when he talked freely and openly about his career. The recording includes him talking about designing the Queen Mary and planning its launch – a ship the size of which had never been launched on the Clyde before. There’s also some humour in there when he tells the (perhaps apocryphal) story of the Cunard board visiting the King to ask him about the naming of the ship.
The story goes that the Cunard Board had gone to the Palace and said to the King ‘Your majesty, we would like to name this ship after the most gracious Queen the country has had’ and the King he said ‘my wife would be delighted.’ They were, it is rumoured, thinking of naming the ship Victoria.   
The Glasgow 2000 Lives archive is a hugely varied collection of testimonies which allows you to compare and contrast the lives of the respondents. For example, whilst Dr Brown’s career in the shipyards was a positive choice made on the back of a good education Robert Young, a man born just one year after Dr Brown, had a totally different experience. Born in Anderson in 1902, Robert’s life was often blighted by poverty. His father was a carter who worked long hours for very little money whilst his mother scrimped to feed the family. Half-starved as a young lad, Robert even stole food from the displays outside shops.
By the age of 14 he too had found work in the shipyards but not as an architect – but as a ‘catch boy’. Crouched in ship hulls his job was to catch red-hot rivets and make sure they were held fast whilst the hammer men thumped away riveting the bolts to the hull. 
By the 1930s, along with many others, Robert ended up in the Barnhill Poor House or ‘grubber’ as he called it. He spent two six-week periods in this place and in his interview he talked about the austere and humiliating regime. He said that when men entered the poorhouse they were stripped of their clothes and ordered to bathe in a bath of lukewarm water before being led naked into a hall where they were inspected by the female Medical Officer for lice and sexually transmitted diseases. They were then issued with clean clothes and set to work chopping wood making it into bundles for sale. As Robert said - ‘Ye had tae earn yer keep.’ When he was asked to compare his own youth with those he saw around him in the late 1990s Robert was perhaps understandably a bit reactionary: He said, ‘They’re getting money for nothing...how do they buy dope? How do they go here and go there? We couldn’ae get a handout, we couldn’ae get a halfpenny or a penny, we were starving.’ 
Both Dr Brown and Robert Young’s stories provide lots of detail about their working lives and in fact this subject area is something we at the Scottish Oral History Centre are very interested in. However, although many of the respondents did talk about their working lives this wasn’t the main purpose of the original project and therefore they didn’t always do this in as much detail as we would had liked. Therefore we identified this as a gap in the collection and took the decision to recruit respondents for a new oral history project which we entitled ‘Glasgow Working Lives’. 
We had a good response to this poster and to date have interviewed 22 people who worked in a variety of careers. We wanted to ensure that it wasn’t just manual workers and men that we interviewed and were fortunate in hearing from quite a few women who had worked in banking and the financial sector, teaching and biomedical science. We were also fortunate in being able to interview a weaver, a creative colourist, and a designer who had at one time all worked in the Templeton/Stoddard carpet factories. 
The Scottish Oral History Centre intends to continue with the Glasgow Working Lives project even after the AHRC project comes to an end. This work will be carried out by myself and students from the University of Strathclyde’s new oral history-based undergraduate course. 
We have also been busy cataloguing details of the 2000 Lives collection so as to help create object and child level descriptions for the Collections Navigator. This will be the beginning of a process which aims to catalogue all of the oral history archives belonging to Glasgow Museums. We have also been generating a range of small MP3 sound clips which will be used in place of the normal photographic images to help illustrate these collections.
During this project we have engaged with the staff of Glasgow Museums to enhance their understanding of oral history methodology. This has included delivering our oral history training seminar which blends taught sessions with active participation in group exercises and covers planning an oral history project, best practice for interviewing, the equipment to use, and copyright and ethics issues. We still have one more training seminar to deliver and I believe this will be done next month. We have also provided ongoing advice and support to Museums staff who are currently engaged in planning or working with community based oral history projects such as those at the Red Road flats and Lambhill Stables. 
News of the work we have been doing has been published on the University of Strathclyde web pages, in Scottish Memories magazine and next month an article will appear in History Scotland with another being prepared for a future publication in the UK Oral History Journal. This month there will also be a small online article in Museums Practice, part of the Museums Journal. Following recent enquiries from external authors and researchers we also know that new books and articles will contain testimony from the newly digitised archives.
There still remains some work to be done to fully digitise, summarise and preserve the oral history archive but I think you will agree that a tremendous amount has already been achieved in ensuring that future generations of researchers will be able to access and use the voices in the museums. 
I’ll leave you with some contact information including the SOHC website which has a link to a short video that I created using a sound clip taken from one of the 2000 Lives interviews.
Thank you for listening.    
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