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CNZOHF: Peeling bananas
As a result of the recent Poll Tax debate and consultations, there is an emerging consciousness and desire to record the unspoken silence, of a generation of Chinese New Zealand history, before it is lost. It is precisely during this critical period of engagement, sentiments and reasons, when it became apparent, that there is an urgent need to record our own history; past and present in our own voice and consciousness that the CNZOHF was officially registered in 2003 with 25 members and an ad hoc committee of 6 volunteers.
The objectives of CNZOHF

The objectives of the foundation are twofold; first, to record as many oral histories as we possibly can. Second, to organize training seminars, so that we can ideally produce oral historians who would record oral history recordings, to the required acceptable standard of the National Library, in order for these recordings to be stored for research and posterity. Otherwise, it defeats the purpose of these recordings.
To date, 18 oral historians of Chinese descent have been trained but the training has been self funded and as a result, some of the oral historians have undertaken the training solely for the purpose of recording their own family history, rather than the community as a whole.
The foundation has also been successful in obtaining a Sky City grant that has enabled us to purchase equipment in accordance with the Oral History department of the National Library.
What is the value and essence of oral history?
As we are well aware, preserving our heritage isn’t simply just about preserving historical buildings, documents in libraries and artworks in museums, it is equally imperative that we preserve our life histories, knowing and understanding our roots and origins, and oral history is crucial in the preservation of our heritage.
As Prof. Ien Ang postulates in her lecture on Intertwining Histories: Heritage and Diversity, “the meaning of heritage is profoundly symbolic: how and what we value in the past says something about how we see ourselves as a community today and how we project ourselves into the future.” Oral history whether personal or communal is part of our heritage and we need to preserve it before it is irrevocably lost.
The value of Oral history is that it adds a human dimension to historical accounts. For some historical events, such as the poll tax, it provides an important source of information about emotional and spiritual experience, gives eye witness accounts, insights into society and its changing cultural attitudes and values of a particular period in history. (NOHANZ) The value of this intimate depth to historical events is immense.
No individual history is insignificant or boring. Everyone has a history and all history is to a certain extent a personal experience and perspective. So, while some of you are hesitant about having your oral history recorded, because you cannot remember dates accurately, we would like to assure you that while the accuracy of dates and events are certainly important in recording oral history, the underlying significance and value of oral history overrides it. Especially for a community that has been marginalized in the past, the value of oral history that would make up a communal history is immeasurable in value.
What is the distinction of oral history?
The obvious distinction is that oral history has the added dimension because it is a sound recording.
Many oral historians believe in “the music of the voice” and how this acoustic dimension of oral history is able to provide a rich source of information, not only about the individual, but its impact on the listener’s consciousness as well, which is what makes oral history so interesting and exciting. 
The oral historian, George Ewart Evans in his oral history research describes “the forceful impact of the combined power of the voice and memory” that conjures up a feel of history, the sense of past that makes up the best historical writing. (Cranfield)
We are familiar with the vernacular expression of “seeing something in the mind’s eye” and in the oral history perspective, a parallel exists in the expression of “hearing something in the mind’s ear” and some oral historians refer to this as the “auditory intelligence”. Oral history appeals to our auditory intelligence. Hence, the distinction of oral history is the connection between voice, ear and mind that brings “life to history” and “history to life.”(Cranfield)
We need to inject life into CNZOHF
While researching for my thesis, I stumbled on oral history and it is one of the most humbling and rewarding experiences because my subjects allowed me to glimpse into their world as they were growing up, a historical era that is alien to me. It is this privilege that your subject allows you to share their thoughts, perspectives and life history with you that is tremendously enriching and makes oral history so worthwhile and rewarding. Oral history is also field research, creating exciting new historical records for the generations to come.
The foundation desperately needs more volunteers who share our passion and vision that our oral history matters and our heritage need to be preserved. 

Last but not least, I would like to thank Wong Liu Shueng for getting the CNZOHF off the ground through sheer grit and determination, and for others such as Eva Ng, who through the years, single handedly recorded more than 150 oral history recordings because she saw the need and urgency long before the foundation was established, who continually lugs her heavy tape recorder all over the country so that our heritage would not be lost, thank you.
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