
Imagine being able to hear first-hand accounts of 
what life was like for your ancestors in Scotland 
and why they migrated to New Zealand.  You can 
— almost.  Oral history archives can be a direct 
link to important parts of your family history. 

Voices from the past ... 

Recordings in New Zealand contain accounts of 
migration, settlement and how Scottish traditions 
were preserved in the new land. 

Books and official records are very important for 
learning about these things, but while they tell us 
when people left and where they settled, they 
rarely capture the personal experiences behind 
those decisions.  Oral history fills that gap by  
preserving personal memories, emotions and  
cultural context. 

Scottish oral history collections 

Tobar an Dualchais, or the Kist o’ Riches, is one of 
the best starting points online as it contains more 
than 30,000 recordings of Scottish stories, songs, 
folklore and memories.  It draws from a range of 
heritage archives and covers Gaelic, Scots and 
English traditions across Scotland.   

This is the place to start if you want audio you can 
listen to immediately, though beware that much 
of the material is not in English. 

Scotland’s Sounds is a directory of oral history and 
other sound collections that can help you find  
specialist and local sound files. 
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Angus MacLean recalls his great-grandfather  
Hector MacLean, who lived in Tiree.  After Hector 
died his widow and most of the family emigrated 
to Canada.  John Brown recalled how crop failure 
drove many people in Tiree to emigrate. 

Oral history is a record of information gathered  
in oral form, usually by electronic means, as a  
result of a planned interview. 

But there weren’t any tape recorders in the 
1800s.  So how does oral history help uncover 
your family’s past? 

The earliest large-scale oral history recordings 
started in Scotland in the 1930s and collections 
have a lot of material from the 1950s onwards.   
In New Zealand the first national oral history  
collection was begun a little later, in 1946.  In both 
cases many of the people interviewed were born 
in the latter part of the 1800s.   

In some cases these recordings captured the  
generation who migrated, or just one generation 
later, so they are the closest thing to direct voices 
of 19th-century migration society. 

Recordings from Scotland capture stories about 
rural and urban life, oral traditions about emigra-
tion and accounts of depopulation in rural areas 
caused by emigration.  These stories are relevant 
to your family story even if they are about people 
who migrated to other places such as Canada or 
Australia.   

https://www.tobarandualchais.co.uk
https://scotlands-sounds.nls.uk/index.php/collections-directory/
https://www.tobarandualchais.co.uk/track/102541?l=en
https://www.tobarandualchais.co.uk/track/90224?l=en


Inside the Mobile Recording Unit  

Susan McFarlane of Dunedin, 100 years old at the 
time of this photo, was in 1948 interviewed by the 

Mobile Recording Unit aged 103.   
That interview is a direct account of  

her migration from Scotland in the 1870s. 

New Zealand oral history collections 

The Alexander Turnbull Library, part of the  
National Library of New Zealand, has an oral  
history and sound collection containing more than 
10,000 recordings, mostly made since the 1960s. 

In 1946 the New Zealand Broadcasting Service set 
up the Mobile Recording Unit, a truck equipped 
with sound recorders that travelled the country 
recording people’s memories, music and events.  
The recordings are held by the national sound and 
vision archive Nga Taonga Sound and Vision. 

… voices from the past 

Access to either of these collections isn’t easy.  
There are often strict access restrictions.  Little 
material is available online.  Most of the  
Alexander Turnbull Library’s material is available 
only at the library in Wellington, though it is  
developing a virtual reading room service where 
individual items can be requested for remote  
access.  The Mobile Recording Unit material is 
held by Nga Taonga Sound and Vision in Christ-
church. 

The best way to access either collection is to  
contact the holder directly. 
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In 1948 Geordie Matheson of Palmerston in  
Otago talked about the history of the area and 
some early settlers, and Alexander McKenzie 
Matheson described the Middlemarch area after 
his arrival at Cottersbrook Station in 1875. 

Oral history in your family history 

Oral history helps to bridge the gap between  
Scotland and New Zealand.  It transforms  
migration from a set of statistics into a human  
story — one of hardship, resilience and continuity.  

These voices offer us a deeper, more personal  
understanding of our heritage and all the  
experiences that shaped it. 

https://www.ngataonga.org.nz/search-use-collection/search/5401/
https://natlib.govt.nz/collections/a-z/oral-history-and-sound
https://natlib.govt.nz/collections/a-z/oral-history-and-sound
https://www.ngataonga.org.nz
https://www.ngataonga.org.nz/search-use-collection/search/5541/
https://www.ngataonga.org.nz/search-use-collection/search/5858/
https://www.ngataonga.org.nz/search-use-collection/search/5858/

