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Brief from The Gilda Street Trust:

a. Aim website at inspiring more stories of the East End

b. Aim website at encouraging adults who may have not been 
through higher education to engage with oral history, 
literacy and writing, without the site making them feel 
inadequate?

c. Find ways for the website to promote oral history as a 
method that  is easy to engage with and that might lead to 
further creative outputs and writing.

 The Gilda Street website:
Who / What is it for?



Oral/family history is well resourced for those who are of an 
academic inclination.Yet the websites that relate to East London 
that already exist do not acknowledge this and instead imply 
they are “inclusive”. But it might not feel like that if you are looking 
at them without the benefit of a higher education. 

The Gilda Street website:
(Why) Is it needed?



Case Study 1: Raphael Samuel Audio Collections

What is out there?



Case Study 2: Oral History Society

What is out there?



Case Study 3: East London History

What is out there?



Case Study 4: London Voices

What is out there?



Case Study 5: Hidden Histories

What is out there?



Case study 6: Magic Me

What is out there?



What is out there?

All websites shown were chosen searching for East London + Oral History

Magic Me6

5 Hidden Histories

4 London Voices

3
East London 
History

2
Oral History 
Society

1
Raphael Samuel 
Audio Collections

easy to 
navigate?

easy for 
new users?

oral history 
easy how to?

East End 
specific?

academic 
purpose?

non 
text-heavy?



What is out there?

All websites shown were chosen searching for East London + Oral History

Magic Me6

5 Hidden Histories

4 London Voices

3
East London 
History

2
Oral History 
Society

1
Raphael Samuel 
Audio Collections

other comments

•	 you would have to know who Raphael Samuel was
•	 assuming knowledge

•	 assumed higher level of education
•	 paid membership - intimidating

•	 personal confused and unfinshed blog

•	 an exhibition rather than an explanation 

•	 visually dry 
•	 only provides community oral history education, not online

•	 visually welcoming
•	 events you can get involved in/ongoing



The Oral History Gap?

The case studies identify what is missing is an easy to navigate site that
demystifies the process of oral history by using strong visual 
communication and information design centered on East London.

What follows is our attempt to articulate how best that  
gap might be filled by Gilda Street.

It is experimental work. It will be iterated several times before 
finalisation.



The Gilda Street website:

This list is experimental, aimed to solicit your best advice and guidance.

NB Chris has supplied some photographs that may form the basis of illustration.

1.  Welcome / about 

2.  What is oral history?

3. Try it now:  
- before 
- equipment 
- cost+money 
- preparing 
- interview 
- immediately after 
- transcribing 
- contextualize

4.  Triggers & treasures (get excited) 

5.  Useful  things:  
- useful words 
- useful books 
- useful websites 
- useful places 
- useful people

6.  Writing & publishing advice

7.  Archiving East End stories

How Gilda Street might look / work?
Structure



Gilda Street  
website
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Publishing

Useful 
Things

Triggers & 
TreasuresTry it now!

Welcome to Gilda Street
Welcome to Gilda Street a resource for those who want to tell stories about the East End. 

This website is dedicated to Gilda O’Neill, who wrote and enjoyed oral history particularly related to 
East End stories and memories. Gilda noted:

“defining what and where the East end begins and ends” can be tricky… “The physical East end is as 
difficult to define as the spiritual ideal with which so many cockneys, wherever they now live, feel such 
a connection” so many cockneys, wherever they now live, feel such a connection”— Gilda O’Neill, My East End

This site wants to encourage anyone who has a story or two to tell (and their relatives, friends who 
may also want to have a go at   taking those stories down) to see their lived experience as history. 
Specifically East End history because 

“our histories – are about who we are and why we are what we are, and we owe it to ourselves, our families 
and the future to let them know what we and our times were really like.” — Gilda O’Neill

It’s a “get smart quick” site for those who have the interest and the courage to want to try and “do” oral 
history, or create family history, because it explains how to in easy-to-use sections Anyone who feels 
a connection to East London, imaginary or real, and wants to tell their story, even stories of diaspora, 
should have a go...

The full text is provided 
in a word document 
attached.



What is  
Oral History?Welcome Try it now!

Triggers & 
Treasures

Useful 
Things

Writing & 
Publishing

Archiving  
East End Stories Contacts

What is Oral History
“A  lot of what we call history – the factual representation of the past – is 
as much to do with opinion, faith and dogma as any philosophical or 
religious system of belief. But through oral history, how we represent 
what we remember, we can explain the meaning of the past to ourselves, 
and thus the meaning of the present, and who and what we are, or 
want to be.”
— Gilda O’Neill, My East End

The dictionary says “oral history” is: “the collection and study of 
historical information about individuals, families, important events, 
or everyday life using audiotapes, videotapes, or transcriptions of 
planned interviews”.  Your spoken story and those of your friends, 
family and others are unique and important.

“As we are separated from the past of our memories by the increasing 
number of years that, before we know it, have slipped by, so the 
barriers to understanding, knowledge and lessons that maybe learned 
also slip ever further from our reach. Who was my great-aunt Mog’s 
husband? Did she have one? Was she widowed? Does that explain why 
she was in the workhouse? Wanting to understand things can lead us 
to a realization that we can only ever have a partial knowledge.” 
— Gilda O”Neill

You can preserve these stories for history — with person interviewing 
and tape recording another person, then typing up the transcript. This 
process often brings people together and can introduce an account 
that challenges the dominant we read of the rich and famous.  
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Try it now

1. Before the interview   

Before you start an oral history interview there are some questions to ask 
yourself:

•	 Why have I chosen this person to interview?
•	 Where shall I conduct the interview? (Is there a quiet space with no or 

few interruptions? Remember to keep safe!).
•	 What equipment shall I use?
•	 How will I encourage my interviewee to talk?
•	 How will I manage  the interview so all parties are satisfied?
•	 What questions shall I prepare for the interview?
•	 Who  will own the interview and/or have the right to decide? Once the 

interview and transcription are completed how it will be used?

Usually there are no fees involved in oral history work which is done by 
members of the family or community for the purpose of preserving the 
memories of the family or community.  There may be some small hidden 
costs (see “Cost and Time” section) that should be understood but 
shouldn’t be a problem.

Release Forms 
a safe template of agreements that can help you set up a good 
understanding of work together and what could be published.

“I believe passionately, that all our lives are worth 
recording and that all our stories are important. 
There is no such thing as an unimportant or ‘ordinary 
person.”
— Gilda O’Neill, Our Street

BEFORE

BEFORE

EQUIPMENT COST + TIME

INTERVIEW
IMMEDIATELY

AFTER

PREPARING

TRANSCRIBING CONTEXTUALIZE

If we have the resources 
the instructions could be 
illustrated as a comic strip.



Try it now

1.2. Equipment 

A tape recorder or even a recording device on your phone could be used 
to take down stories. An external microphone will improve sound quality 
(this also applies to video).  

Make sure your equipment works and is easy to hear, stop and start again, 
when you transcribe it.  Practice with your equipment first.  Also make 
sure it is that the play back works.  

Figure how you will store the recordings in a way that is easy for you to 
access again and remember what is on it. It might be best to make a copy 
just incase.

Some people use broadcast quality tape recording equipment, but its up 
to you (and your expenses). The point is to use equipment that you can 
access to take the story down, and make it work for you.

EQUIPMENT

BEFORE EQUIPMENT COST + TIME

INTERVIEW
IMMEDIATELY

AFTER

PREPARING

TRANSCRIBING CONTEXTUALIZE



Try it now

1.2. How much will this cost?

There are few real heavy costs in doing oral history all you need is:

•	 equipment  - tape recording and appropriate stationery to file it and 
transcribe it

•	 you may need an oyster card or travel expenses, if you have to travel 
to do the interviews 

•	 you may need to access a photocopier or get photographs copied
•	 your time is a hidden cost  – one hour of transcribing is five hours of 

typing .  It is expensive to get typing done professionally so figure out 
how much of your time  can be allocated to transcription. Look for 
voluntary help with the typing if its too much for you to do alone.

COST + TIME

BEFORE EQUIPMENT COST + TIME

INTERVIEW
IMMEDIATELY

AFTER

PREPARING

TRANSCRIBING CONTEXTUALIZE



1.3. Preparing interview questions or a time line

Most interviews will involve asking questions about 
WHO? WHAT? WHEN? WHERE? HOW?.  

But when you first start on the journey of oral history, or the first  
interview(s), it is wise to start by asking less personal questions. 

Be aware that when people talk about their lives, its often an emotional 
experience. So:

•	 Ask easy questions first, such as brief biographical queries.
•	 At the beginning of the interview ask questions open enough to  let 

the person elaborate and go on; unless you are looking for specific 
short-answer “facts.”

•	 Consider whether photographs would help the process of unlocking 
memories and encouraging recall.

•	 Ask more probing questions later in the interview.
•	 Aim to prepare interview questions that  last 1 or 2 hours – try not to 

fatigue the interviewee – by going on for much longer. 
•	 If you are planning only to interview one person maybe develop a time 

line linked to that life before you start, so you have a sense of period,  
that informs your questions and how you gather the material

“there  were testimonies I wanted to do justice to. Because if I didn’t 
record them, what would happen to them? They might not be taken 
seriously, would maybe be misinterpreted or, perhaps, worst of all, 
simply lost.” 
— Gilda O’Neill, Our Street

Timeline
Download “More info about doing a multiple 
interview oral history project”   

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9RjxqXAT9Jc 
&feature=relmfu

DOWNLOAD

SEE

PREPARING



 2. Doing the interviews

•	 Start each recording with a statement of who, what, when, and where 
you are interviewing. What stage you are at might be helpful too.

•	 Begin with the open ended questions like “How did you feel” or “Why 
did you feel like that”.  Avoid suggesting the answers (bad example  “it 
must have been awful having been in prison: compared to “how did 
you feel about being sent to prison”). 

•	 Maintain eye contact – shows you are interested.

•	 Listen before asking the next question.

•	 Allow silence. Give the interviewee time to think. Silence will work for 
you.

•	 Follow up your current question thoroughly before moving to the 
next.

•	 Be a good listener, nodding, and smiling to encourage and give the 
message, “this is going well” often helps.

•	 Be encouraging  “fabulous” or “this is wonderful information!” or “How 
interesting!”  might be ways of achieve this.  Avoid “uh-huh,” said at 
the same time that the interviewee is speaking as this will make it 
hard to hear what they are saying.

•	 Examples. Ask for  more examples if the interviewee generalizes and 
you need more explanation. It is OK to say “I  don’t understand that” 
or “can you explain that in more detail?”

•	 Be aware that memories are not perfect. It is easy for a person to 
confuse events and dates.  Ask for clarification, be critically aware  but 
not confrontational in how you try to get clarification.

•	 Ask for definitions and explanations of words that the interviewee 
uses and that have critical meaning for the interview. For example, 
“ I threw the specs back at him” (“specs” meaning rotten fruit in the 
context used not glasses ) so make sure you follow the previous 
sentences intently, or you may misunderstand what is being said?

•	 Wrap up the interview with lighter talk. Do not drop the interviewee 
abruptly after an intense interview.

INTERVIEW



Try it now

 3. What to do straight after the interview?

•	 Label and number all recordings immediately.
•	 Have the interviewee sign the release form either for the whole on 

going project, or just one interview.
•	 Make notes about the interview that will help you later.
•	 Write a thank-you note if you are only interviewing a person once
•	 Have a system to label and file everything.
•	 Copy borrowed photos immediately and return them as soon as you 

can.

 “All  the women who spoke to me about their experiences of the 
past wanted to have their stories remembered, they knew that it was 
important not to forget, nor to be forgotten. They wanted their past 
to be told in ways that they would recognise.” 
— Gilda O’Neill, Pull No More Bines 

< back  |  next >

BEFORE EQUIPMENT COST + TIME

INTERVIEW
IMMEDIATELY

AFTER

IMMEDIATELY
AFTER

PREPARING

TRANSCRIBING CONTEXTUALIZE



Try it now

 4. Transcribing the interview 

•	 It is important to record every word, every silence, do not ad lib 
or fictionalize when transcribing, just transcribe what is there .  If 
you can’t understand the word make a note saying that you can’t 
understand

•	 Send a copy to the interview – ask them to clarify any points you 
would like to clarify.

•	 Use the transcript as a basis to conduct the next interview, in terms of 
what is missing or what further info is needed.

“My  Mother’s memories about the same events can be different from 
mine. This confuses us and we sometimes disagree about ‘what really 
happened’. “Perhaps it’s like the children’s game of Chinese whispers. 
When you whisper to me, I don’t hear what you say, but I hear what I 
know. Familiar words that make sense in my world, not yours.” 
— Gilda O’Neill, Pull No More Bines

< back  |  next >

BEFORE EQUIPMENT COST + TIME
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Try it now

5. Contextualising  the oral transcript

This is a much trickier stage and will depend on what you want to do with 
the material. There are various ways of contextualizing your material, and 
perhaps the best way of understanding the process is to see how others 
oral historians have gone about it before you.

CASE STUDIES 
(oral history or biographies linked to East London  
created from transcript) 

Group oral history project:

•	 Pull No More Bines by Gilda O’Neill  
oral history of the voices of a number of East London women who 
went hop picking

•	 The  Sugar Girls by Duncan Barrett & Nuala Calvi 
oral history of many voices written almost as fictionalized stories 

Oral history of one person:

•	 The East End Underworld by Raphael Samuel 
oral history based on the transcript of Arthur Harding

•	 Gone Shopping, the story of  Shirley Pitts, Queen of Thieves 
ghosted biography by Lorraine Gamman 

•	 East End Tales  
first person history by Gilda O’Neill aimed at reading and literacy 
groups

BEFORE EQUIPMENT COST + TIME

INTERVIEW
IMMEDIATELY

AFTER

PREPARING

TRANSCRIBING CONTEXTUALIZE

CONTEXTUALIZE
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Triggers & Treasures

Fill in your recollection box

“A line of a song, a half-remembered tale from a much-missed 
relative, a sudden, fearful memory of that first day at school, all 
can make us weep. Not from nostalgia but from loss. Why didn’t 
we write it all down, ask more questions, realise it was our past we 
could lose?”

This page is in 
experimental development 
that can only be explained 
verbally.

I am taking advice from a 
theatre director who works 
the community objects 
and memory.
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Useful Things

A | B | C | D | E | F | G | H | I | J | K | L | M | N | O | P | Q | R | S | T | U | V | W | X | Y | Z

A

Acknowledgements 
1 acceptance of the truth or 
existence of something : there was 
no acknowledgment of the family’s 
trauma.
2 the action of expressing or 
displaying gratitude or appreciation 
for something : he received an 
award in acknowledgment of his 
work.
3 (usu. acknowledgments) an 
author’s or publisher’s statement 
of indebtedness to others, typically 
one printed at the beginning of a 
book.

Anecdote
a short and amusing or interesting 
story about a real incident or person 
: told anecdotes about his job | he 
had a rich store of anecdotes.
•	an	account	regarded	as	unreliable	
or hearsay : his wife’s death has 
long been the subject of rumor and 
anecdote.
•	the	depiction	of	a	minor	narrative	
incident in a painting.

Anthropology
the study of humankind, in 
particular
•	(also	cultural	or	social	
anthropology) the comparative 
study of human societies and 
cultures and their development.
•	(also	physical	anthropology)	
the science of human zoology, 
evolution, and ecology.

Archive
a collection of historical documents 
or records providing information 
about a place, institution, or group 
of people : source materials in local 
archives | [as adj. ] a section of 
archive film.
•	the	place	where	such	documents	
or records are kept : to get into the 
archives I had to fill in a request 
form.

B

Biography
an account of someone’s life written 
by someone else.
•	writing	of	such	a	type	as	a	branch	
of literature.
•	a	human	life	in	its	course	

Background 
the general scene, surroundings, or 
circumstances
•	the	circumstances,	facts,	or	
events that influence, cause, or 
explain something : the political and 
economic background, background 
information.
•	a	person’s	education,	experience,	
and social circumstances 

C

Chapter 
a main division of a book, typically 
with a number or title.
•	figurative	a	period	of	time	or	an	
episode in a person’s life, a nation’s 
history, etc. : a tragic chapter in 

Useful Words A–Z

USEFUL 
WORDS

USEFUL 
WORDS

USEFUL 
BOOKS

USEFUL 
WEBSITES

USEFUL 
PLACES

USEFUL 
PEOPLE



Useful Things

Useful Books

USEFUL 
WORDS

USEFUL 
BOOKS

USEFUL 
BOOKS

USEFUL 
WEBSITES

USEFUL 
PLACES

USEFUL 
PEOPLE

Please suggest any 
important oral history 
references.
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Writing and Publishing Advice

COMING SOON...
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Writing and Publishing Advice

COMMING SOON...

Writing & publishing:  
Advice

•	 Who would be able to advise and write this section?  

•	 How would the idea of a literary prize be connected 
to this section?
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Archiving East End Stories

“There is something extraordinary about all of us, as the following 
stories of hopes and fears, desires and aspirations, loss and 
disclosure, longing and recovery will show.” 
— Gilda O’Neill, My East End 
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Archiving East End Stories

“There is something extraordinary about all of us, as the following stories 
of hopes and fears, desires and aspirations, loss and disclosure, longing 
and recovery will show.” 
— Gilda O’Neill, My East End 

Archiving East End stories:  
Portal

•	 We know about those PUBLISHED  oral histories 
that are in print which are easy to find on Amazon etc.
But what about those NOT in print. How would we 
create a portal via Gilda Street to locate forgotton 
community oral histories?

•	 Who would be able to advise and write this section?

•	 How would we advise those creating new oral histories 
of the East End to engage with Gilda Street regarding 
archiving for posterity?
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Contacts

contact The Gilda Street Trust

email to be provided



Is this Toolkit/Portal really 
needed?

1. If so how will we embed the availability of Gilda Street in 
the institutions and communities who would most benefit 
from it?  Who are those institutions and communities – 
suggestions please

2. If so how could Gilda’s friends and readers help publicize 
the portal? suggestions please

3. If so how do you think you could help or be involved with 
the creation of this website? suggestions please



Thank you. 

All rights to the copyright of the “Oral History Toolkit” can be used 
under the terms of “open access” licensing and weblinked as long 
as acknowledgement is made. 

Any citation should say: 

“This material was originally created for the Gilda Street Trust by 
Lorraine Gamman and designers from Central Saint Martins 2014 

and first featured on http://gildaoneill.wordpress.com”

Lorraine Gamman
l.gamman@csm.arts.ac.uk


