(1) How did you get started professionally in this field? 

In the early 1980's I was part of an NEH (National Endowment for the Humanities) grant funded project at Greenfield Community College to establish a new interdisciplinary curriculum based on the local region's history, literature, geology, art and architecture. A piece of that project was a series of oral history interviews recorded by two GCC faculty members with the poet and former Librarian of Congress Archibald MacLeish. At the time he resided in Conway, MA and later donated his personal library to the college. Today that donation is the foundation of The Archibald MacLeish Collection housed in the Historic Deerfield (MA) Library. I transcribed and logged some of Mr. MacLeish's audiotaped interviews and became enthralled by the process of helping to create primary resources. So, eventually I purchased a boxy Panasonic tape recorder and started to record some oral histories of people in my own family. Then in the late 1980's video took hold. I'd always been interested in photography, and was attracted to the idea of combining visual images from people's lives with interviews of them telling their story in their own words. To borrow a useful cliche, the rest is history.     

(2) How did your experiences at Smith help to shape your interest in preserving personal histories? 

Of greatest influence were three professors who enlivened my disparate historical interests. Professor Stanley Elkins served as a patient and encouraging advisor for my Master's degree. Professor R. Jackson Wilson, who taught one of my favorite courses, "Problems in U.S. Intellectual History", was my thesis advisor. Assistant Professor Maurice Isserman delivered lively lectures on the early 20th century American reform movement which included the lives of women like Jane Addams, Ellen Gates Starr, Lillian Wald et al and their influence on American culture. Then in 1986, for the first time ever, Smith students took over College Hall to protest apartheid and demand that the college divest itself of stocks in companies linked to South Africa. For one of Maurice Isserman's courses I tape recorded interviews with everyone from picketing students, to annoyed administrators, and even President Mary Maples Dunn. I'm not sure what ever happened to those tapes. They must be around somewhere. I also enjoyed many delightful hours of research in the college archives and the Sophia Smith Collection at Neilson Library where I read with abandon about women's lives and wrote my thesis on the pioneering 19th century novelist Catharine Maria Sedgwick. And of course there's the influence of former Smith president Jill Ker Conway's writings about autobiography. For a few years also I worked part-time in Smith's Office of Admission, where I interviewed such an amazing and diverse collection of applicants, listening of course to why they all wanted to attend Smith. Beneath their practiced replies to questions, was the real story of their young lives and their families. And it was like peeling an apple to try to get closer to their core and discover the genuine story of who they were and what they thought they wanted in the next four years. I also learned how to get lots of information in a short time in those interviews, and to listen carefully.    

(3) I'm sure that you have captured an extremely diverse array of stories; typically, what are the types of stories that people contact an oral historian to preserve? 
I've recorded oral histories for individuals and families, businesses, nonprofits, community and national projects. The stories cover the entire panoply of human experience: love, war, career, success, failure, family, professional relationships, triumph over obstacles, defeat, loss and regret, humor and joy. Families often feel a sense of urgency to capture the stories of individual relatives before those stories are lost forever. Perhaps they've thought of doing this for a long time, and then contact me after the loss of a relative or receiving news of a serious medical diagnosis, or just simply noticing that Mom seems a bit more frail lately. Family oral histories have at their heart a desire to keep generations connected and maybe address the question of what does it mean to be a member of this particular family? How does it help define who I am? Individual oral histories may also impart wisdom, a sense of 'here's some of what I've learned so far.' Institutions and businesses recognize the value in preserving their history for future leaders of their organizations answering questions like how did we solve problems and meet challenges? What was learned from failures? How did we arrive at successful outcomes? As with families, organizational oral histories can also impart a sense of example and inspiration: How did we cope with a downturn? How did we compete? Manage financially? How could decision making have been done better?     

(4) Do you think that the presence of the camera, or even the mere presence of the interviewer, can have any impact on the story being told? 

We're always affected by environment. An oral history, though, requires both a speaker to tell the story and a well trained listener to hear the story. In today's modern age we are fortunate not to have to rely just on memory or pen and paper to share oral histories.  Oftentimes I've heard that a daughter, for example, has given Dad a tape recorder with instructions to 'just sit down every morning with a cup of coffee and talk into the recorder.' Months or years go by and Dad still hasn't recorded his oral history. Most of us require a human audience to hear, and intrinsically validate, our individual human story.  It's an unusual person who can sit alone in a room and record their life story all by themselves. And an oral history recorded on camera is even better. A camera captures the narrator's words as well as the familiar smiles, gestures, body language and maybe even tears. By contrast, a written oral history to be true to the original and convey accurate meaning, requires excellent writing skills which most people simply do not possess. A camera provides irrefutable evidence of meaning. Transcripts of audio taped and videotaped oral histories can, though, provide an excellent jumping off point for continuing with a written memoir. But the oral history needs to be recorded first. When done well, the oral historian and equipment will not intrude excessively in that process. 

(5) Your work has so much educational and cultural importance, but I imagine it must also be emotionally trying to record some of these stories. What was it like to meet Holocaust survivors and record their oral histories? 
It was foremost a privilege to work with the Holocaust survivors whose stories I recorded for the Survivors of the Shoah Visual History Foundation. And it was emotionally exhausting. Some oral history interviews with Holocaust survivors lasted 3, 4 non-stop hours. One extended over 6 hours of continuous recording. The day or two following the interviews were kept free of appointments as it was difficult to talk to anyone. I took a lot of solitary walks. The  stories reshaped my perspective on what humans beings can  endure in life.   The survivors' inner strength, resilience and ability to continue living with love, and even hope and joy, made a huge impression on me.  

(6) In what ways do you think that the many (ever-growing) advancements of technology have affected the preservation and integrity of history  --worldwide or on even on a much smaller scale? 

Technology, used well, greatly enhances our ability to collect history, preserve it and make it available to the broadest possible audience of learners. In terms of oral history there's now a full spectrum of digital recording and digital preservation, plus online accessibility. For example, the Shoah Foundation in Los Angeles created a 30,000+ word data base to digitally transcribe 50,000 testimonies recorded in more than 20 languages from survivors throughout the world. Those testimonies are becoming available for use by international students and scholars, writers and researchers. We've come a long way from papyrus rolls. 

(7) On the other hand, what do you think are the disadvantages of using modern technology to preserve history? For instance, do you think that the shelf-life of film may cause these histories, too, to have a "shelf-life"? 

Critics of technology may argue that tapes and disks, for example, have less shelf-life than paper. But nothing with physical properties lasts forever in this world.  If we want our grandchildren and great-grandchildren to know and be enriched by history and all knowledge then we need to produce, preserve and present information in ways that next generations are most likely to access.  A recent Pew Foundation study reported that younger generations use libraries more "for help solving problems"  than for the enjoyment of reading books. With regard to various media formats, when we currently store information digitally, then we are in the best position to convert them easily to whatever next technology comes along. For example, if you've already converted your old family film reels to DVD and slides to CD, then your images are in the best format today for easy conversion to the newest media of the future, whatever it may be. Most people are motivated to convert their old records, films and slides for the simple reason that they no longer have a record player, or a movie or slide projector. As for oral histories recorded on digital tapes, they will simply be converted to the newest technologies. And paper transcripts can still be printed, for those who wish to do so.  As the saying goes, change is inevitable and it's right on time. 

(8) What do you think is the future of the historian, with personal technological resources (i.e. YouTube, etc.) becoming increasingly accessible to everyone? 

In the future the challenges of information explosion will certainly continue. And historians will continue to help us discern the difference between fact and fiction, between well substantiated knowledge and personal opinion. Historians will still teach us how to gather, interpret and analyze historical data from the best, most reliable digital and non-digital sources.  Perhaps more than ever in what seems to be an increasingly fragile universe, we need historians to enrich our view of the past so we can make the most informed decisions in the future, and - let's hope - leave a legacy of strong options for  next generations.
