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Finding very particular material in oral history

collections: a research toolkit and user journey

Introduction

How do you find material on a particular (and perhaps peculiar) topic in very large oral
history collections? How do you identify which interviews in a collection of, say, 100 are
useful for your purposes? How do you quickly find the parts of each interview that are of

most interest, when the recording might be 3 or 5 or 8 or 20 hours long?

And what are the challenges of using interviews for purposes other than those anticipated
by a) those involved in designing the oral history projects in which the interviews were
collected, b) those involved in conducting the interviews, c) the interviewees themselves
and d) those involved in describing the interviews, in catalogue entries and content

summaries.

There is a large literature on what is usually called the ‘reuse’ of interviews (and other
qualitative ‘data’)." This literature is very strong on questions of interpretation (including
the additional challenges of understanding interviews when they were collected by others,
with different aims in mind) but it has very little to say on more practical methodological
matters, including ways in which particular material is findable. At most, we are told that
interviews can be selected using archive databases, and that they need to be read, or

listened to, closely.?



This ‘research toolkit and user journey' aims to offer practical suggestions for finding
‘difficult to find" material in archived interview collections — material not well signposted by
existing guides and summaries. It is based on my own attempt —in a collaboration between

National Life Stories and the Understanding Unbelief programme at the University of Kent

— to find material on forms of religious unbelief in three oral history collections at the
British Library:

e (1364 'An Oral History of the Water Industry': 31 interviews, recorded between
2009 and 2012, with staff and former staff at all levels within the UK water
industry. The recordings are not transcribed, but have detailed content summaries

with frequent time-codes. Many are online on BL Sounds.

e C409 'NLSC: City Lives': 150 interviews recorded between 1987 and 1997 with
workers and former workers in the City of London (in the Stock Exchange, the
merchant and clearing banks, the commodities and future markets, law and
accounting firms, financial regulators, insurance companies and Lloyd's of London).
The recordings have detailed content summaries and verbatim transcripts. Many are

online on BL Sounds.

e (C900 ‘Millennium Memory Bank': 5439 interviews recorded in 1998 and 1999 with
people living in all parts of the UK, aged between 5 and 107, male and female, with
a range of ethnic, educational and economic backgrounds. The recordings — which

can be accessed at the British Library using the Listening and Viewing Service — are

not transcribed, but the catalogue entries for each include content summaries.

As these are all British Library collections, they are accessed using the Sound and Moving
Image Catalogue (SAMI). This is a SirsiDynix system allowing simple and advanced

searches.


https://research.kent.ac.uk/understandingunbelief/
https://sounds.bl.uk/Oral-history/Industry-water-steel-and-energy
https://sounds.bl.uk/Oral-history/Banking-and-finance
http://www.bl.uk/help/listening-and-viewing-service
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Catalogue Searches
title ~| | nlsc city lives | [AND + ]| Browse inex
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| subject ~]| | [anD ]
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The search fields ignore punctuation and are not case sensitive, but in order to search
within a single collection, the collection title must be entered in full, correctly (‘nlsc city
lives' not ‘city lives'). SAMI produces results in the form of full catalogue entries including
the content summaries of each recording. Content summaries of particular interest can be
manually copied and pasted into a Word document or saved (along with the rest of the
catalogue entry) — using the ‘mark’ tool — in a ‘kept’ list that can be emailed to oneself at

the end of each session:

Help Newsearch  Previous Mext Change display { Kept ) Logout

recerd 1 of 1 for search fitle "An Oral History of the Water Industry” AND any words or numbers “belief®

Sir Frederick Holliday interviewed by Alison Gilmour
Holliday, Fraderick, 1935-2016 (speaker, male; interviewse; former chairman, Nerihumbrian Water Group)
NS on She Links and access: |isten 3t British Library Sounds

Collection tile: /n Ozl History of the Water Industry
+ British Library catalogue hem tile Sir Fredesick Holliday interviewed by Alison Gilmour
Other ref no.: C1364105 [BL REF]
Contributor: Holliday, Frederick, 1335-2018 (speaker. male; interviewee, former chairman, Northumbrian Water Group)

Contributor: Gilmour, Alison (speaker, female; interviewar)

Access recrrictions: Open except for: Track 4 00:43-31 - 00:43:56 section closed for 100 years from 1924 until 01-01-2025; Track 15 dosed for 10 years for 10 years until 10-09-2021; Track 15 00:43:20 - 00:44:00
section closad for 100 years from 1324 until 01-01-2025:; Track 16 00-14:36 - 00:23-33 section closed for 10 years untl 10-08-2021; Track 16 00-40:33 - 00:43-23 sedtion closed for 82 years
from 1388 until 2071; Track 17 00:57-15 - 00-57-45 section dosed for 55 years from 2016 to 2072

Reconfing date: 2009-03-13. 2009-03-20. 2008-11-16. 2010-02-03. 2011-02-02
tem copyright- EL
Recording equipment: Mzraniz PMDE50
Rec. circumstances: Tracks 1, 5, 14 and 18 are tial recondings o test the quipment
Reconding note: audio files 13 WAV 16 bit 43 kHz 2-channel

1o fallow

@Pan 1. Track 2: [Session ane- 13 August 2008] Professor Sir Frederick Holliday [FH] lists his former jonal roles; Chairman of fzn Water, university Vice-Chancellar, Chairman
afa stockbroking campany, Director of Shell, Director of British Rail. Bam Warcestershire, in 2 council house. Comments on being ald enough to have childhood memaries from before WWII
and during the war. Description of early childhood memaries of 2 horse and cart camying bananas befors the war, fishing with father, early interest in natural history, exting doughnuts with
father. FH's father was 2 factory worker. Comments on fraquent walks with father, mother and sister in the countryside. Description of fishing trips an local Bimingham-Bristol canal with father
and father's friend, Mick, and customs of the canal. [05:44] Father, Alfred, known as Fred [4H] bom in 2 poor household, Bromsgrove. AH's father was a sweep. AH raised by strict
grandparents. Mentions AH's work in 3 glass factory: Triplex [Safety Glass Company]. part of the Filkington Group. Comments on AH's iniial job (aged 14) delivering graoceries 1o large houses in
Birmingham. FH's grandmother was a cook in a large house: FH's mother was the kitchen maid, Comments on FH's father 2nd mother courting. [07-48] Description of father's attitude to family



| was limited to a maximum of three months for this research. Time was tight, while the
definition of ‘religious unbelief’ was broad, exceeding ‘atheism’. In line with the aims of the

Understanding Unbelief programme, my field of view had to be wide enough to capture

‘the diverse types of, and aspects to, unbelief' including the existential beliefs and

worldviews of those describing themselves as not religious.?

The differences between the collections in scale (n31, n150, n5439), and in the ways in
which they have been described (catalogued, summarised and/or transcribed), meant that
it was necessary to develop a different methodology for each collection in order to locate
material on religious unbelief. They can be thought of, therefore, as three distinct case

studies:

1. Using a small collection with no transcripts: An Oral History of the Water Industry (pp.
5-8)

2. Using a large collection with transcripts: NLSC City Lives (pp. 9-12)

3. Using a very large collection with no transcripts: Millennium Memory Bank (pp. 13-18)

For each of the case studies, | provide a step-by-step description of methods that could be
applied in any investigation, as well as specific tools for studies of unbelief. The key tools

and tips are summarised at the end of each case study.


https://research.kent.ac.uk/understandingunbelief/

1. Using a small collection with no transcripts: An Oral History of the Water

Industry

In this collection 21 of the 31 interviews are ‘open’ to public access, with detailed content

summaries but no transcripts. Listening to all 21 in full, back-to-back, would have taken

162 hours. | used the following system with each content summary, in order to reduce to a

minimum the amount of listening required:

1.

Copy and paste each summary into Microsoft Word.

. Read each summary carefully, manually highlighting sections as follows (steps 3-5).

Highlight in grey (grey-out) sections in which material on belief and unbelief
seemed unlikely to be present, such as ‘Lists ‘pop’ drinks available from the pop
man. Mentions buying groceries from Co-op van. Comments on buying pop’
[C1364/24, Track 1, 5:37] or 'Description of key responsibilities as Deputy
Operations Officer' [C1364/24, Track 6].

Highlight in colour sections clearly about or related to religion, such as [DiSclsses

BElETSIBBIRNOm (C1364/7, Track 2, 34:36].

Leave white (un-highlighted) sections in which forms of belief or unbelief might be
involved, such as ‘[father] died from stomach cancer [...] Description of [mother]
telling children' [C1364/24, Track 2, [37:45] or 'KG reflects on his career and
elements of luck at different points' [C1364/12, Track 9, 01:00:43].

This system resulted in 21 content summaries with large sections greyed-out, many white

sections and several coloured sections (example pictured below).
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[36:38) W desaibes ber experiance of atendine Balhvisw, Girls Grammar Schoal: first day, nniform,
subjects enjoved; obtzining sight O Levels; chenss from srammar into 2 compshensive sysiem; not
enjoying schoal [1:04:20) S]:nﬂdai:ri;:ﬁm af socialisng with schoal friends from mixed etlmic
backsronnds reflecting the etlm ic mix in Bradford indnding Latvins and Lithmenins and Indin; 50
attending evants within the Latvian commnnity such a5 concents and partiss. [1:08:£5)

[1: 16:046] 5% baiefly cominents iﬂld.h.'l.l.u'ﬂl’ curent affziss within hafdn]'r wham :IET’ru-:T’rd'-"'
m]:]:uﬂa:l'rleLfb&lr-_] Party [1 1827 0.3 -
L0 2]

an -‘E 3 ax]:an—m:—'- ufmw-:rim' Th'mit CB].]E\:‘."I]].: ]mu:—'- ]mn= 111&,—@5@&; [1 :1’3'8'
mesting John Diriver [10] and evenmally sharing 2 flattossther; seoctuns of semz] desres in
zoalogy at the University of London and ressons for SW s imersstin courss; subjects smdiad; n:.-_Lm_
ths transitian to mivarsity simdy; [1:36 34) uncertainty sbont what carees to purste; chensss in 5W s
personality; friends mchding ID, bovfriend Doug, Dave, Hilds, Tim, [SURNAMES?] [1:38-24);
remarks on notbeins palitical at miversity, socizl activitis atweskends; relationship wﬂhEml_
[Snmams]; pm-u.meumhgmulﬁnndragufls feslinzs upon finishine degres and sbsence of
mﬂad!.rm: selationship bhetwrean 5ix honsamates [TI, Doz, Dave, Hildz, Tim and SW]; decision
nat to atend the university sraduation. [147: l‘i‘]mwmﬁdﬂg ﬁm:h.ﬂg
nniversityin 1973, hungmlleg’s perent and wodcing ina facrary [Salters Plstic) whilst job

hunting [1:50:02)

Track 2 [cont. from 1:50:02] Discussion an 5% obtaining the job of Biological A ssistant for Flent
River Antharity | EEvVions and af Treatment
Wi ufi:lm.'im attendsd by Chief Chemist [nameT], Biologist Pater Backly

orks; by
[sp][PBLFﬂhmsDﬂi:u]ang[sp][Jl]:bﬂ:guﬁmethbzﬂm&ngldhwﬂsmh
on 12 January 1974; parant's reacionto 5W gettine jol; [1:39:53) 5W remarks onher thought abount
starting the new job. [2:00:20] Discnssion on working 3t KRA 25 3 Biological Assisentr workplecs
hisragrchy of biologistPB then IL; layout of buildins in AMaidstone [sie name?]; locationof Bivers
House on Tymbrides Foad [2:03:57 - 2:04:08 Inerviewee's dog canshtin power lead and detached
by Interviewsr ] [2:04:36) Diescribes responsikilities; w=ining onhow fo idemtify fresh wata
inventehrates; remarls that ERA became Southem Water Anthority [SWA] vty som afier 5W.
[2:046:00) Explamation of the purpase of ERA analysis of river waier to pratect river quality, prevemnt
pollution, underke fish snrveys, and provide flood defence and 5W's work monitoeng river water
quality in Kentinclndine the science of nsing imvartelyats as wals to undes nd the envirement and
sampling methads [2: 11 18] Deedled descripion of the sampling process | obtzinins repres antaive
samples; distinction betwesn rouwtine and new sampling sites; idemifiine the best samplin=point;
changing idezs about sampling, [2:16:05) ways of idemtifying the point at which fluentis mixins
with rives water; cheamistry sampline, method of sampling, standasdisation of sampls tecmiques and
practices after the farmation of the Mational Bivers Antharity [MBA] [220:3 3); shift from qualiative
ta quantitative sanpline to meks the process mars scientific; [2:23:11] Freshwater Bialagical
Association [FBA], which later became the Cenire for Ecology and Hydralasy [CEH]) providine
information an pew methods and techmiques; [2:24:37) ways of wavelline to sample sites; [2:25:50)
r=xs00s for chanse inmanning levek i samplme and 8W's prefeencs for double mamins [2:20:12)
EW describes theprocess of amalysing the samples in the Bhamtony: identifirne animals in smples;
warking with phamaldahide and the shiftto nsin= alcohol; limied standardisation across indnstry,

| then listened in full to the parts of the recording highlighted in colour (usually references

to churchgoing, religious practice) and listened with some skipping forwards and spot
listening (listening briefly at roughly 30 second intervals by dragging the progress bar) to
sections not highlighted. This process identified 25 separate sections of audio — across the
21 interviews — in which interviewees talk about forms of religious unbelief and/or certain
existential views, such as thoughts about fate or other ways in which experience seemed to
them patterned. In addition, the process discovered one ‘exceptional’ interview in which
religious unbelief featured in detail throughout, which I discuss in a British Library Sound

and vision blog.



https://blogs.bl.uk/sound-and-vision/2018/10/religious-unbelief-in-the-life-of-professor-sir-fred-holliday.html
https://blogs.bl.uk/sound-and-vision/2018/10/religious-unbelief-in-the-life-of-professor-sir-fred-holliday.html

If I had been working with a much larger collection of interviews that had content
summaries but not transcripts, | accept that the method described above may not have
been practical. In this case, | would have needed to search the summaries using keywords.
Obviously, words such as ‘atheist’, ‘agnostic’, ‘nonbeliever’ and ‘unbeliever’ could have
been used, though in this collection they would not have pinpointed any interviews, even
those in which one of these words is used at some point by the interviewee. For example,
one interviewee used the words ‘atheist’ and ‘agnostic’ in a story about and comments on
his son, but the summary of this part of the recording does not contain either word,
instead reading ‘Story about elder boy, Jonathan, climbing on servant's back while he was
praying'. Another interviewee says in his recording ‘I was never christened. You know, so
[laughing]l I'm a, I'm a, I'm a nonbeliever, I'm an atheist or whatever you want to call me.
But, you know | was never Christened’ in a section that is summarised as follows:
‘Comments on JP's family’s religious affiliations: JP was not christened but DP was
christened.’ Clearly, if we want to find even something as simple as direct reference to
atheism using content summaries, we need a range of keywords up our sleeves. And if we
are interested — as | was — in forms of unbelief in addition to those that might be named

‘atheism’, then the range of keywords needs to be wider still. We need a word bank.

Using the time-codes (start and finish times within the full recording) of the audio clips, it is
possible to work backwards by finding keywords in the summary describing the section of
recording from which each clip was taken. For example, consider this clip, which is useful

for establishing the interviewee's distance from his parents’ religion:

They met through the chapel and used to go every Sunday. We didn't have any-
they were also T-total at that time — until | was about | think 12, 13 we didn't have
any alcohol in the house and we started to have a- there was a bottle of sherry
appeared at Christmas.

Interviewer: [laughs] [C1364/17, Track 2, 3:49-4:08]

The summary entry for this section of recording from which it was extracted reads simply:
‘Description of parents’ background' (I had left in white in my highlighting system). In
theory — if a bigger collection was being used — it could have been found by searching the

summary for ‘parents’ or ‘background’.



Many of the other keywords and phrases identified in this way are more easily anticipated,
because they are used by those summarising the content of the recordings to characterise
accounts of childhood engagement with religion (always Christianity in this collection):
‘church’, ‘Sunday school’, ‘guides’, ‘brownies’, ‘cub’, ‘religious’, ‘christened’, ‘attendance’,
‘attending’, ‘Catholicism’, ‘Sunday routine’, ‘Baptist’, ‘Nonconformist', ‘Salvation Army’,
‘Mission Hall', ‘parade’, ‘confirmed’, ‘churchgoer’, ‘Methodist’, ‘routine’. Other words and
phrases are more surprising, because they are words used to describe interviewees’
comments on what they took to be signs of religious belief in others (‘praying’, 'kneeling’,
‘bowing') or forms of existential reflection that are not connected (by interviewee or
interviewer) to religion: ‘father’, ‘mother’, ‘parents’, ‘discussing’, ‘philosophical’, ‘charity’,
‘voluntary work’, ‘feelings’, ‘retirement’, ‘doubts’, ‘final’, ‘reflection’, ‘leaving’, ‘desire’,

‘death’, ‘tumour’, ‘funeral’, ‘died’, ‘cemetery’.

In the paragraph above, words and phrases are reproduced exactly as they appear in the
summary, for example ‘doubts’ not ‘doubt’. But in searching summaries in other
collections, it would be sensible to use root parts of words, to maximise the instances

found, such as doubt, baptis, philosoph, Methodis, religi and so on.

Key tips and tricks for small collections with summaries but no transcripts:

e Use coloured or otherwise marked summaries to target listening on those parts of

recordings most likely to contain material on your topic.

o Develop and apply a bank of words and root parts of words used in the content

summary to describe relevant sections of recording.



2. Using a large collection with transcripts: NLSC City Lives

In the case of the collection ‘NLSC City Lives' | was working with a much larger collection —
92 interviews open to public access. Because each has a verbatim transcript | could search
these to produce a sub-sample of interviews. | used religion-related search terms to

exclude from this sub-sample interviews in which:

a) The interviewee says that they have religious belief, such as ‘'l was confirmed as an
Anglican at the age of about 22 [...] | was at that stage, and indeed still am, a
committed Christian. And | was then, and I've continued to be since, a committed

churchgoer now in the Church of England’' [C409/37 p10-11]

b) The interviewee might have religious beliefs that are not discussed (the interview

features no discussion of religion or religious belief at all)

This process of sifting left 44 transcripts. | could reasonably expect material on religious
unbelief to be present in those sections of interviews in which the interviewer asks about
engagement with religion (this is almost always asked in the first few hours on childhood,
sometimes followed up later in the interview). But | was also aware that material on
unbelief might be scattered across interviews. In her own empirical work, for example, Lois
Lee (2015) found that ‘existential worldviews' featuring forms of religious unbelief cropped
up in ‘fragments’ and were expressed in accounts of particular life events, situations or
contexts.* It was therefore necessary to ‘read’ each transcript in full (as quickly as possible)
in order to catch ‘fragments’ of unbelief as well as to pay particular attention to certain

‘turning points’ and significant moments. The method employed was as follows:
1. Paste transcript into Word

2. Use mouse wheel or down arrow to continuously scroll through the document at

such a speed that it is only possible to scan the text.

3. Pause to type enough words from salient sections in order to recall the content,
taking care to include key phrases exactly as they are transcribed. This is one

example:



10

409/8

...irragic accidents —colleague whose sons died in car accident

...that left one gap and by extraordinary chance | was put in as deputy
Married at St Mark's Church
cancer— “if died certainly makes yourealise...good to be alive” “ 1 think it catches people for no reason”

Final g — “how have you changed” leads to discussion of relig which seems to be not believing in God but not being

anatheist! * last para

1. Use notes to re-find particular transcript sections. For example, to re-find the
discussion of death in the example above, | could search the transcript for the
phrase ‘catches people'; to re-find discussion of religion, | could search ‘how have

you changed'.

2. In order to find the associated section of the recording it was usually necessary to
compare the transcript with the summary, because in this collection the transcripts

do not have time-codes but the summaries do.
3. Cut and paste sections from transcripts of most interest.

This process produced 36 extracts across 17 interviews. These extracts cover what could be

called four different kinds of utterance.

One: more or less ‘direct’ statements of and comments on personal religious unbelief that

follow from questions about religious engagement and belief, such as:

Interviewer: | had the impression, from what you said about your childhood, that
you are not actively religious?

Correct. [...] I'm not interested in religion. There seem to me so many different
types of religion. There must be some purpose in life, but what it is | can't divine
and I'm not going to spend time guessing about it. And so the rituals of the church

leave me completely unmoved. [C409/09 Reel 5 Track 1 (part 9)]

Two: expressions of existential outlook, often concerning the perceived role of ‘fate’, luck,

‘strange’ or ‘uncanny’ sequences of events and ‘circularities’ in life, such as:



(N

If I'd gone up to Cambridge in October ‘49 as | should have done as | had a place
and if my tutor hadn't been mistaken and given the place away, | would have gone
up then and I would never have had seven or eight months to spare between the
end of my National Service and going up to Cambridge. And what did | do with
that time? My father said “Why don't you come into Barclays Bank for a little
while?” And | did and | did it during the long vacations and finally decided to come
into the bank. I'm quite certain that | wouldn't have come into Barclays Bank if

there hadn't been that strange succession of circumstances. [C409/01 F1002]

(In one case, the interviewee makes their own connection between their views on ‘fate’
and religious belief: “1'm not religious or anything like that, but if that's not fate, you tell

me what is.")

Three: comments on beliefs about afterlife, often used by the interviewer as a religion-

related question, such as:

Interviewer: And do you have religious beliefs? | mean do you have some belief
about what happens after death, or not?

| think that they have actually got slightly weaker. | mean I just don't know quite to
be honest what | believe. | mean I'm quite clear about right and wrong and that
kind of thing, and there must be something up there somewhere, but | find it
difficult to- with the sort of Church of England- | mean it's a good habit to get into,
but | mean | find it...I mean | do not say the Creed when | go to church, because |
don't actually I think, I'm not sure | believe it. [C409/97 Part 5 (tape 3 side A)]

Four: extracts in which the interviewee, in the absence of religious belief, values religion in

some way, such as:

| became a convinced atheist at Oxford and that hasn't prevented me from having a
very nice relationship with the Church and with different churches. And if you are,
you know, completely atheistical then you can [...] appreciate the good things that
the Church does do, and you can in many cases support them, because a lot of
things the Church does are not done by anybody else

Interviewer: When you say what the Church does, do you mean in social terms?

In social terms, and also when people get born and married and die, and

compassion for suffering. [C409/134 F5288-A/Part 20]
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Working backwards from the content of the 36 extracts of these four different types, it is
possible to suggest a word/word-root bank that might be used in transcribed collections in

other investigations of unbelief. These are:

relig, confirmed, purpose, rituals, church, agnosti, belie, hereafter, death, up there,
etern, universe, almighty, luck, fate, athie, extraordinary, horoscope, circ, strange,

uncanny, die, death, afterlife, fortune, suffer, pain, cruel, life, digni

Key tips and tricks for large collections with transcripts:

e If possible, use search terms in each transcript to exclude from further consideration

those interviews that are unsuited to your study.

e Apply a method of rapid scanning of transcripts, noting sections of particular

interest in such a way that they can be found again.

e Develop and apply a bank of words/root parts of words that tend to be used by
interviewees in sections that are of most interest to your study (such as ‘strange’ in

the case of unbelief).
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3. Using a very large collection with no transcripts: Millennium Memory
Bank

In the case of this collection of over 5000 recordings it was necessary to sample. Taking
advantage of the Millennium Memory Bank's range and diversity of content, | designed
four samples — A, B, C, D — that seemed likely to capture forms of experience not captured
by ‘An Oral History of the Water Industry’ and ‘City Lives' (in which the majority of
interviewees were born between 1920 and 1960 in at least nominally Christian families).
Sample A included those aged 18 and under at the time of interview. Samples B, C and D
attempted to locate recordings with interviewees, of any age, from family backgrounds

involving Judaism, Hinduism and Islam.

=2 THE CENTURY SPEAKS

In order to restrict the size of each sample to a manageable number, it was necessary to
use another search term in each search (in addition to the age ranges or words Judaism,
Hinduism etc.) Reference to the original project ‘Research Guide' (cover pictured) revealed

that the interviews had been conducted with the explicit aim of collecting accounts of
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experience and opinion within 16 themes, one of which was ‘Beliefs and Fears'.” When the
recordings were uploaded to the British Library catalogue, each interview had been tagged
with the themes that — in the opinion of interviewer or cataloguer — were covered most
fully by that interview. This tagging was documented in the ‘subject’ field of SAMI, so that
typing ‘beliefs' (or belief$ but not belief) into the subject field limits discovered interviews

to those tagged for the theme ‘Beliefs and Fears'.

Thus, Sample A (interviewees < 18 tagged for theme ‘Beliefs and Fears') was generated
using this SAMI search:

Advanced seanch

title B [Millennium Memory Bani RETEY
| name ~| 1982 OR 1997 | [anD ]
|suhject v||he|iefs | |AND v|

198? finds all years of birth in the ‘name’ field in the range 1980-1989. 1997 finds in the
range 1990-1999. This is because the ‘name’ field searches the part of the catalogue entry
called ‘contributor’, which includes the interviewee's name and date of birth (as well as the

name of the interviewer and the particular BBC Radio Station involved in the recording).

Note that the following is not an equivalent search and will find many more results (370
instead of 183).

Advanced search

title lljMitlennium Memory Bani | [Anp ]
| name ~ | |1982 | [or ]
[name ~| 1992 | [anD ]
|suhject v||he|iefs | |AND v|

This is because using OR in the drop down menus, rather than by typing into the search
box, breaks the link with the collection title, so that a search is made for *198?" in

‘Millennium Memory Bank' as well as “199?" and ‘beliefs’ in other collections). This aspect

—even ‘quirk’ — of SAMI applies to any search.
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Sample B (tagged for theme ‘Beliefs and Fears’ with ‘Judaism’ or ‘Jewish’ in content

summary) was generated using this SAMI search:

Advanced search

|title v| Millennium Memory Ban | |AND v|
| any words or numbers v| |Juclaism OR Jewish | |AND v|
|sul:|ject v| |l:|eliefs | |AND v|

Sample C (tagged for theme ‘Beliefs and Fears' with ‘Hindu$' in content summary) was
generated using this SAMI search:

Advanced search

|title v| Millennium Memory Ban | |AND v|
| any words or numbers v| |Hin|:lu$ | |AND v|
|sul:|ject v| |l:|elief5 | |AND v|

Adding '$" after Hindu ensures that SAMI searches, in addition to the word Hindu, for

words containing Hindu: Hinduism, Hindus.

Sample D (tagged for theme ‘Beliefs and Fears’ with ‘Islam’ or ‘Muslim' in content

summary) was generated using this SAMI search:

Advanced seandh

|title Millennium Memory Ban | |HND v|

| any words or numbers v| |Islarn OR Muslim | |AND v|

|sul:|ject v| |l:|eliefs | |AND v|
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SAMI displays each sample like this:

fitte "Millennium Memory Bank™ AND any words or numbers "Judaism OR Jewish" AND subject "beliefs" search found 58 fitles.
Pages << 1234 53>
‘C900/0039 1999
Millennium Memory Bank
Lipson, Gerald Herbert, 1928 Sep. 20- (speaker, male; Film Distributor)

RECORDING

C200M2115C1 1999
Millennium Memory Bank
Kaufman, Harvey, 1850 Jun. 01- (speaker, male; Researcher)

RECORDING

C200M5133 C1 1999
Millennium Memory Bank
Walmsley, Mark Brunsdon, 1548 Mar. 13- (speaker, male; Teacher)

RECORDING

C200/15067 1999
Millennium Memory Bank
Walmsley, Ruth Diane, 1243 May. 31- (speaker, female; Massage Therapist / Administrator)

RECORDING

Clicking on the blue box labelled ‘Details’ brings up the catalogue entry for that recording,

including its content summary:

Summary: 01 Disk skips

Summary: (2 I'm larz ooles I'm sixteen years old, | was born in Bimingham in 1883, 12 Earliest memories =t garden parties, playing with sister, nursery with friends, birthday and Christmas and Ezster
parties. 25° Mentions schools attended, began nursery at 2 1/2. Secondary schonl is predominantly Asian, with children from other races, school has special needs unit. 1.19 I'm mixed ace,

mother is Asizn and father is white. Mother's parents bom in India and came here about 45 years ago and father's parents wers bomn in London, Man is still alive. Disk skips

Summary: 03 00" my mothers parents are Hindu, [we in London but six months of the year are spent in India and the other six are spent in London. 27 Goes down to see them once every two months and
they talk on the phone guite 2 lot. Disk skips

Summary: 04 00" because grandparents live far and spend a lot of ime in India the Hindu religion does not play a big part of my life. Has been to India and spent four months there ate the Asian food, wore
their cloths, went to the temple. felt she found herself, it was very spiritual. 30" when | am back at home | have no religion, | don't believe in god. 527 | think of myself as mixed race. People first
used to think mixed race was Afro Caribbean and white and looked at me funny but my friends acoept me for who | am. Disk skips

Summary: 05 03" People react like that from surprise, but | lnow at least s mixed race families on my road that are Asian white families. 13" people are not racist or | have not experienced any racism,
herauss in Handswarth Wnnd thers ane 3 Int of mived rara families and in Rirminnham there are 387 | have heen ahle tnoact Acimn 4 47 my namnts don't went mae n kswe 2n amannad mariana

With each summary, | followed this method:
1. Scan/read summary.

2. Use the ‘'mark’ feature in SAMI to place those entries that seemed to be of most

interest into a 'kept’ list.

Go back Help  New search Previous Next Change display{ Kept > L

Millennium Memory Bank
Mark Kaufman, Harvey, 1850 Jun. 01- (speaker, male; Resea
Nearby items on she Blectronic acress: Play this (at British Library only)
Search for Collection title- Millznnium Memory Bank
Explore the British Library catalogue SHELFMARK- C200/12115

Contributor: Kaufman. Harvev. 1950 Jun. 01- (spe
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3. Email 'kept’ list to myself (an alternative to the use of ‘mark’ and then emailing the
‘kept’ list, is to simply make a note of catalogue numbers — C900/12115 in the
example above — and then use these to re-find particular entries at any time, by

typing the numbers into the ‘any words or numbers' search field).

4. Listen to interviews in ‘kept’ list, using the content summary to guide listening
(there are no time-codes in the content summaries for this collection, but the
approximate position of content can be judged, and the playback position adjusted

by comparing the content summary to the ‘content’ of the audio).
5. Transcribe key sections of interviews.

My four samples found 384 potential interviews. Scanning summaries reduced this to 81
(39 in sample A, 14 in sample B, 15 in sample C and 13 in sample D). Listening to (parts
of) these 81 recordings resulted in the identification and transcription of 38 extracts which |
transcribed. For example, these sections of summary identified recordings C900/01066 and

C900/09149 as targets for listening:

does - table tennis, footoall, tennis.._ i F wEnts Sweets or 3 Magazine...

‘Summary: Eand 31: ...he can have it, but if he's just had something - like 2 magazine... hemight have to wait 3 while for it, he couldn't just have it the next day. F likes play station magszines... he describes
them. F used to hawve pocket money, but it gradually died out... most of his friends probably get about B5 a week. F doesn't think much about religion... he'd like there to be 2 God, but he's not
sure, he can't imagine a head in the clouds, watching over everybady!... ¥ someons asked him o desoribe God, he'd just say a head in the clouds... he doesn't pray, he wasn't christened, &tc....

Summary: Band 32- They respect people who are religious.... his mother says she's brought him up to have "values” but he's not sure what that means. What's impartant to him is having 2 good home,

[C900/01066]

Summary: Track 7 -

Summary: | can't see it happening. I'm not religious in the way | follow the religion, my children are browght up leaming Hindu and Sikh religions. When my Father died his ashes wene put in a local river. The
Hindu's believe in taling ashes back to Inda,

Summary: Track & - Who are we [ or travel =

Summary: |t's 3 shame but I've never visited India. My partner is in Bombay and says they're more advanced than in England. Women have 2 life of their own, children all have computers. The children's
Embim -

i

[C900/09149]

The sections transcribed from each of these were as follows:

Interviewer: Do you have any sort of belief — like religious belief or, you know,
belief in greater things?

Erm, I'm not sure really; | haven't thought about it that much. Erm, erm, | think I'd
like there to be a God to like watch over everybody and check that everything's
going ok. But, I'm not really sure — | can't really imagine a head in the clouds

watching over everybody.
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Interviewer: [laughs]

| don't really think about it that much.[...]

Interviewer: Do you go to — you don't go to church at all?

No, no.[...]

Interviewer: So that suggests that your parents also are not religious?
Well, we're not, no, we're not religious but we're just [pause] normal.
[C900/01066]

Interviewer: Are you still religious?

I'm [pause] oh | don't know actually. [...] I just practice it my own way, but | am not
sort of religious in the sense that | am going to pray five times a day, observe all the
rules and regulations set up by one man; I'm religious in my own way. I'm from Sikh
background, I've been living with a partner from a Hindu background for 14 years,
and my children are brought up in both Hindu and Sikhism, so if that makes me

religious, | don't know. [C900/09149]

Key tips and tricks for very large collections with no transcripts:

‘Play" with the catalogue (SAMI in this case) to discover which parts of the
catalogue entries for the collection you are interested in are searched by each search

field (‘title’, ‘'name’, ‘any words or numbers', ‘subject’ in this case).

Use this understanding of the catalogue to design your samples, using AND and OR
—as well as symbols ? and $ — to extend or restrict the search (in the case of SAMI
take care to use OR within search fields, rather than in the drop-down menus, if

you want your search to remain tied to a particular collection title).

‘Save' most promising results by direct copy and paste or by using of the ‘mark’ and

‘kept’ functions.

Use content summaries to identify parts of interviews to listen to, transcribing

sections of most interest.
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Conclusion

The methods described in this toolkit and user journey allowed me to surface material on
religious unbelief, from three oral history collections, that | could not otherwise have found
in a relatively short research period. In particular, it has resulted in the identification of
nearly 100 extracts across the three collections, the majority of which have been cut and
edited in audio form and transcribed (if they were not already). These extracts have
provided the basis for six blog entries, an extended audio essay (to appear on the
Understanding Unbelief website), a public talk at the British Library (scheduled for
17.06.19) and a pitch for a radio broadcast.

Paul Merchant
21.01.19

For more general help on BL catalogue searches (not limited to SAMI) see the useful guide

on the British Library website.
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