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Transcription of Interview with Patricia Rogers,

Researcher

Present: Patricia Rogers (PR), Jessica Marshall (JM), and Meribeth Plenert (MP)

Interview date: 07 February 2011

Interview location: MBA House Library, 3385 Wesbrook Mall, Vancouver, BC, V6T1Z4

Transcriber: Jessica Marshall, from a digital voice recording

Transcription completion date: Date on which the transcriber completed and submitted the transcription to the interviewee for review and approval, formatted as dd month yyyy

Transcription approval date: Date on which the transcription was approved by the interviewee, formatted as dd month yyyy

PR received a written request to be interviewed in regards to the InterPARES 3 Project’s Organizational Culture general study (GS07). This semi-structured interview consisted of PR’s responses to a series of prepared questions and to follow-up questions that were asked during the course of the interview.

Interview Transcription

JM: So we're going to be recording you, are you okay with that?

PR: Yes, I Patricia Rogers am okay with being recorded. I give my fully formed consent (laughs)

MP: So, our first question is, what are your research interests and what are you researching and how many times have you gone to an archives or LAC.

PR: Oh, that would be impossible to say. I've been going out there for probably 12 years professionally. I have research contract with the Department of Indian Affairs and I've had this contract, I mean it gets renewed, it's not the same contract, well, probably 15 years in total. I've been using the archives at the Federal Records Centre and the National Archives side for different research projects, depending on the contract, but its always been Indian Affairs files I've reviewed. And I wouldn't say, you know depending on the project, sometimes we can be out there everyday for 4 months and then sometimes I'm out there very sporadically looking at a couple files. Maybe only going out once or twice a year. So it really varies but Jana (Buhlmann) may have told you, I've been working on residential schools, Indian residential schools litigation and the settlement agreement for possibly the last 12 years and we've been heavy users of their facility out there. And I think our use, as well as a lot of users Indian Affairs related research have put a lot of pressure on that facility. Like when I first started it was, they would put us, I mean it wasn't a closet, compared to the set up they have now they never had. They just never had a volume of users come out so they've really adapted and changed over the years, that physical space to accommodate us, us meaning the people that need to access Indian Affairs related fonds. I don't know if we're their biggest users over the years... did Jana say?

JM: She did mention that particular...

PR: Residential schools or Indian Affairs?

JM: Yeah, and that that's a big part of what they do and they have to take special care of those particular files and how you interact with them, yeah.

PR: We have looked, it's crazy sometimes, depending on the project, we may look at the same set of files, over the years a couple different times. It just depends what we're looking for. You know looking back I think oh we should have just copied everything. I've had it so many times and I know for them the more we're in the files the more there's potential for it to be compromised. So it's hard for them when we're heavy, heavy users the way we are, and we order massive amounts of files and we come in with a team, its not just been me, at our sort of peak there were 4 or 5 of us out there. We had a photocopier, we had to work out a lot of specific access for us because of the tight time lines we had. The pressure that the department was under and we really asked a lot of them and I think it was hard for them to respond as well. Cause they're, they have other things they do, not just pull files for us and deal with our reference questions. At times I've been a really heavy user of that facility. 

JM: Have you mostly been doing your research at LAC or has there been other places?

PR: No, the Catholic archives, it's the Order of Mary Immaculate, they ran most of the catholic residential schools in Canada and they have, their archives are kind of, you know the Catholics have so many different kind of levels and each entity has their own files. I've accessed their records at various repositories in Vancouver. I have not done any research over at the Provincial Archives in Victoria but members of my team have gone over there. You know it's funny but I haven't gone to the City Archives. I'd say probably the religious archives and Indian Affairs files at LAC primarily are my 2 main spots. Oh yeah, I did go out to the Mission City Archives in the town of Mission. There's a big residential school, St. Mary's that operated there and they had a lot of files and that was interesting cause I think the archivist there was also the records management person for the city and I think it was difficult. She had a huge job and mandate, she had a lot of volunteers. So they were very helpful, actually their stuff was fairly well cataloged. And I know we have, we did send some people out to community archives because they do have a lot of photographs actually, residential schools related stuff. But we just didn't have the budget. We mainly had to focus on our own Indian Affairs files primarily but we did try to go to places where we thought they might have student records. Not necessarily pictures of the school but we were looking for student names. We have some gaps in Indian Affairs records for attendance gaps so we were trying to find anything we could to fill those gaps. I guess I've done some city archives, religious archives and then LAC. 

JM: Thinking back to the first times you utilized the archives, did you come in with a completely blank slate as far as your knowledge of how to work within the archive? Did you have to rely on the archivist? 

PR: I would say we always rely on them a lot but going in, no, I have never gone in there, I have always ordered files and then gone there, looked at the files and then obviously I didn't order the right thing so then it's a follow up conversation. I would say I've never just gone out there to chat. Usually, people, when I was starting out there were more senior researchers that helped me understand RG-10, the Indian Affairs record group, and so I would know enough to kind of place my first order for files. There's often a lot of questions. You just can't anticipate until you start working within, trying to build a research plan and then you realize you don't understand what's going on with that block of files. And that's when you really need their help. I would say I had a lot of support within Indian Affairs on the kind of, how to order file, how to find what I was looking for.

JM: Were you mostly looking at things like finding aids to get the file lists?

PR: Yes, exactly. And because Indian Affairs is such a heavy user out there when I first started we had some copies of their finding aids but we stopped doing that because they update them. There's so few finding aids that are just sort of closed officially. We ended up stopping that idea. I think now we pretty much have to go out there to review the finding aids then place our file list but before, years ago I could usually rely on some stuff we had in the office to place the first order. 

MP: How did you formulate your research strategy and how did that lead you to LAC?

PR: Well, in my case, which may be a bit unusual, it initially was informed by litigation. So we have a statement of claim that someone files and that pretty much lays out the issues that we need to look at. And then Indian Affairs, the Department of Justice is sort of the lawyers for Indian Affairs when they're sued so we would often sit down, like ideally you'd get a statement of claim, you'd sit down with the legal team and they'd say these are the issues we need to address, and then you'd figure which files would most likely contain the information that you need to look at. And sometimes it's just huge. Most of these claims raised issues of language loss and culture, and you know policy areas so that can really generate a huge number of files. So then you would go back to your Indian Affairs description of files and actually LAC has put together, they have an amazing thing that has been on their website for... I don't know... it wasn't there when I first started. It's like a how-to research aboriginal peoples or something, I can't remember how it's phrased. It's a great “how do I start?” and it just gives you the history of Indian Affairs as a department, how you would go about finding files that might contain the information you want. That's an amazing thing they've put together over the... I just can't think of when that was put out there... but as a first time user that would be an amazing resource. Anyway, when I first started we would go back and look at Indian Affairs files, the titles, the dates, that sort of thing to create a research plan. And then often times we would sample some files so we weren't exactly sure if this group of files would contain what we need so we would order up some and take a look and then realize yes or no. There was so little in there or we need to find something else. So I would say in my case it was always litigation related and then once settlement agreement was announced, and the settlement agreement was sort of the basis for us going back in again to look for further files. 

JM: So is it basically like, you have a case, you know the area, or do you go more by name?

PR: Well, there's never... there's so few files, well I mean if the person had a very particular scenario, their family, something happened within the family, there actually might be a file about the  family or about the person. Generally we are going by time frame and then sort of category of files. We would be looking for attendance files for that residential school. The person is going to allege that they were there for 10 years from '65-'75, so we would order up files a few years prior and after, attendance related files. And then if they had, I'm just trying to think of a good example, oh yes and they would usually name a perpetrator too so we would have to order staff related files. Anything that could confirm what they were alleging in the litigation. Staff related files for that time frame as well. This is going back many many years ago when there were very few claims, just a few people were coming forward, it wasn't the onslaught it was say, 6 or 7 years ago which prompted the settlement agreement. Now we just, anything that says school, anything that says education, we just order it, which is why we've been such heavy users. We were very targeted in the beginning because we were looking for a specific individual or groups of individuals. And we were also trying to find what we call documents that spoke to the history of the school. Not necessarily the minutia of every year, but when did it open, when did close, who were the principals over the years. What was the operating management structure. So we would order, besides ordering files specifically about that person and that perpetrator, we were also trying to order files that gave us a sense of how was the school run and managed and who was responsible for doing what, you know, what was the involvement of the religious group with that school versus the Department of Indian Affairs. So we really had these kind of thematic areas that we had to try to, and those are tricky to find specific files for, to cover who was making decisions. You know it was painful, you would order building files and they would just have, they'd have invoices for nails and contractors arriving and problems with the painting and the plumbing and just on and on. But those files went to the care and maintenance where people physically, like was the building structurally sound to house children? It kind of goes to that health and safety building files. But you know those building files, we always had a copious amount to review and they were always very... for some reason the department kept all the building files. They didn't necessarily keep the attendance files but obviously they kept everything that happened to the building. It's sometimes surprising what is where. Like those building files, we had to look through a lot but they were really helpful. They had fire inspection reports and these fire inspectors were combing through the whole building and they gave us, well on the surface you'd think well why do we need these fire inspection reports? But they actually gave us a really good sense of the layout of the building, so when you had in the statement of claim someone might have had a very specific, “I slept here. That person was there.” and so these fire reports were really helpful to corroborate that the layout they described was actually the layout of the school. So sometimes doing you research plan was very tricky because you would think a group of files would not necessarily be helpful and then they turn out to be. 

JM: When you're actually working at the archive is your interaction with the archivist mostly when you're coming, she gives you files and when you go you say bye? Or does she check in on you, is there some interaction throughout the day?

PR: I think because for me I've known them for so long and obviously there's a trust relationship there so I don't think... but I think if I were a new user they would probably be checking in, making sure that I was vigilant in how I was reviewing the files. Years ago we used to wear white gloves and could only use a pencil. So yes, generally they would check in, I'm sure they would not let anyone review the files cold or they would have to have some sort of comfort level that you wouldn't be ripping things apart and rearranging things. No, right now just because I've been out there for so long, and I know them so well, we don't have much interaction unless I'm having some sort of question about the file. Maybe it's not the file I ordered or it isn't what I thought I was getting, something quirky that way. Although we have some trouble with photocopying and I think it must be a terrible burden on them to do our photocopying because we can place tremendous photocopying orders. They've changed their practices in respect to photocopying, so I have to take really good notes and then check the photocopies I get back to make sure that things are what I requested. Obviously you can't mark or put a sticky or anything so they have these papers, it's like a file folder that's cut up and you just kind of drape it over the, but it's hard because you're not sure everything that you've marked that way will come back to you. And sometimes there can be a big delay, months can pass between when you reviewed the file and when the photocopies come. I think now we have more kind of conversational chats about the photocopy stuff like, “we're missing a page” or something quirky happened. But I know because we've been working in just trying to fill some gaps and we've looked at all the really obvious stuff so we're kind of going back in just trying to figure out if there are groups of files that we should be looking at. We have to use them a lot now, especially with newer accessions that they've recently received that they haven't done a full finding aid for, I think

those things are difficult for both of us. We're asking a lot of them and they don't really have full descriptive control over recent accessions. Well, that's probably, at this stage, where we're using them the most. 

JM: What is the end goal of your research? Are there certain artefacts and documents that you're creating through this process? 

PR: Well, years ago we would create a separate database for each litigation claim. Then when the claims got to be so large we made a database for each residential school. And then we also created a policy database. And then when settlement agreement happened we dumped everything into what we call the one big database, a million plus documents across the country. And these are documents that we've collected from Indian Affairs files and these are documents that peoples party to the litigation have turned over, so all the religious denominations that ran residential schools that were involved in litigation, they've given us records. We don't really have artefacts, we have photographs and documents primarily although what's happening is the Truth and Reconciliation commission, which is a part of the settlement agreement, although they are physically a separate entity from the Department of Indian Affairs, and they actually hope to get access to this 1 million documents and they have a mandate to actually create a research centre and to turn over and make as many documents publicly available as possible. It's a super sensitive issue, as you can imagine there's a lot of highly personal information in these files, as well the churches are concerned about what is getting released. So there are a number of discussions ongoing about what the Truth and Reconciliation commission will have access to out of this, these documents that we've been collecting for 15 years. They're in theory supposed to be going out and collecting themselves, but we've obviously been collecting... I feel bad for the archivists that yet another team of researchers will be coming out and looking at these same files yet again. We look at them for such specific reasons and the Truth and Reconciliation commission will come through again with their own criteria and scope. So I guess the end result for us is we have a giant database that we use to validate claims. And to provide people with information about their experience at residential school and it's hard to say what is happening with that right now. I expect it'll get turned over to the commission in some form, probably highly severed. I don't know, I guess it will get archived in a sense as well once the department, I mean I say Indian Affairs but over the years residential schools has been their own federal department. It was with Indian Affairs and then it became its own department and now it's back with Indian Affairs. I don't know, I guess a lot of the work will end up getting archived under the umbrella of residential schools or the commission will take it over. We have a giant database. Everything is scanned because people across the country access these documents to validate claims that people file. 

JM: Are a lot of the files that you're putting in this database, are they high redacted?

PR: No, because we all have, everyone who can access has a certain security clearance and only certain people have access to it. If you have access to it, you have access to everything there. For example, someone files a claim under the settlement agreement for compensation and they might actually have a hearing and documents might be turned over to them, their lawyers and to the adjudicator. So those documents are highly severed. They can only look at, let's say it's an attendance sheet with 50 names on it, all the other names except their name will be blacked out. Anything to do with anyone else will be blacked out. Every time we have to turn in a work product outside our office everything is highly severed. 

JM: From you previous experience working in archives are there certain things that would have made it easier to work within the system that they have there?

PR: Oh, the photocopying! It would be so nice to, I mean I totally understand why they don't let us, and I think that's an area where you could really screw up the original order of a file by doing your own copying, but the time delay between when you review and when you get the photocopies, especially when we're under a lot of time pressure ourselves, if there's litigation or you've got a claim. I think for both us as users and for them, it's just hard. We've placed huge demands and we're just, I mean residential schools is just one of a team that's researching. Like there's land claim cases and oil and gas cases and treaty stuff, hunting fishing stuff. I think it's the time delay between getting the information and I think it would be nice if more of the finding aids were available online, I hate to complain because so much more stuff is available online now than when I started 10 plus years ago. I've noticed on the LAC website is so focused on genealogy, like obviously that community is huge users and so they're addressing that need. It would nice if more Indian Affairs stuff, more of the historical files were available. You know, if we didn't have to physically go out to Burnaby to review those finding aids all the time.

JM: I think as far as what they have on the website, it's geared more towards the person with the smallest skill set, and they sort of assume that people within government have a slightly larger toolkit from which to work as far as understanding how an archives works, so they're trying to help Grandma and Grandpa...

PR: Yeah, and they have some amazing guides out there, their content on the website over the years has just been really impressive. I guess for the sort of heavy, institutional users it would be nice to see more of that. And I think they have lots of issues about what they can, I mean of these finding aids you couldn't publish online, there's just sensitive information. Even the file titles. 

Over the years, when I first started going out there, I think they just stopped, destroying so many Indian Affairs files I think those records management decisions were really looked at in light of all that kind of litigation that really happened in the '80's, they started to think twice about what kind of archival value these files had. 

MP: Is there any really atypical experience you can think of, an experience that struck you as unique?

PR: Oh well I can tell you a funny story. This didn't happen to me personally but this happened very early on in the litigation with the Catholic Church who has been very hard to get them engaged in disclosure. So one case that I worked on that had very tight time lines, we were just everywhere, gathering files, giving documents to the lawyers, they were reviewing them, trying to get them out to the other parties. The oblates, this order of Mary Immaculate, said that they just couldn't turn things around quickly. I think a lot of it is in their heads. There's no finding aids necessarily for some of these things. They allowed us to go in but it was extremely awkward because they didn't want us in there but they couldn't really get through what they needed to get through so they agreed and a friend of mine actually went in and worked under, actually with these retired priests circling around her and they were very uncomfortable about everything. Even though everyone agreed she could go in and the more stuff she asked for the more they got their backs up. It was just uncomfortable and then they asked her to leave. Subsequently, 10-12 years later I was back there at that facility but it was under the guise of the settlement agreement as opposed to litigation and so they were a lot more accommodating and they actually had an archivist, a retired lady, I don't actually know if she had full archival background, but she really had a handle on the records and files. And I really had a nice time working with her, she was really lovely. I don't know if the records were still there because they were going to transfer them to Ottawa I think, but they have this home for retired priests in Vancouver, this order of Mary Immaculate, and most of their files and records were down in their basement. So I would just go to the house each day and work in the basement with their archivist. And they actually had a lot of artefacts there which I hope the Truth and Reconciliation commission can get access too, cause they had all these great films, like old movies, that really needed to be transferred to other media because they were really deteriorating. It was just funny to be back where my friend was but under much happier, harmonious, kind of working relationship. I think when the settlement agreement came out, after we were out of litigation, adversarial kind of framework where we were really fighting the churches as to who had the greater liability over these residential schools, this time round it had more to do with finding records to do with student names so we could pay people the money, if we could verify that they were there they were entitled to this common experience payment. I think everyone was kind of happier that it was just about helping people and not this kind of institutional fight. To me, looking back that was probably, out of all the kind of archival situations, I think the situation my friend was under was really uncomfortable. Although I have to say we did work one time with the RCMP and they were super helpful. We looked at their files, when you were asking me earlier about other places I've gone to. Although I mean they weren't really an archive, we didn't look at RCMP archival files, these were investigative files. They were super helpful. I think it all depends on what kind of organization whether they can actually give you finding aids or whether they just need to give you, well here's this box. People can get tense, tense if they don't have it arranged. It's not that we have that expectation but we need to somehow look at what they have. It's nice at that point, I think you have to establish a working relationship that just about, let's work together and I know you that don't have this arranged the way, to archival standards but let's just figure out a way that I can get through this that you're not upset or freaked out and I feel like I'm able to make notes and go forward. So I think that there's some issues there with the very small archives around. As a person coming in you have to have some awareness and sensitivity. And maybe lower your expectations about what you can get access to and what they can really provide. It all may look really good when you talk to them on the phone but when you get there it just may be a whole other problem. So your kind of 2 day project may be 3 weeks because it's a giant closet of stuff. 

JM: In your experience is there a pretty wide variation in levels of organization and base knowledge?

PR: Well, yeah I think, actually I've been very impressed with the archival, I always forget their acronym, but the outreach that the BC archival union, I forget their terminology, but I think they have done a really good job of trying to reach out to community archives. People that have a corps of volunteers and sometimes they're just local historians, and really trying to help them. I think a lot of these places now have websites, they don't really have finding aids necessarily, but there is some content available online. At least enough to know that you can call someone, or maybe there is something that you can look at. So I think people have really found a way to get some content online and try  to organize themselves and I think that's been a huge improvement for these really small archives. And I have to say, my past 3 years doing this really interesting research, which is under the settlement agreement, people can apply to have a school considered, like there's a list of official residential schools and then there's a bunch of, I mean people went to sort of similar facilities but they weren't official Indian residential schools supported by the federal government and run by the religious orders. So under the settlement agreement people can submit the names of schools that they would like to be considered that they feel sort of matches the description. The department just got flooded with people that just wrote in with everything, like “I went to a Catholic day school, I had a really bad time. I think I should receive money for this.” Losing the idea that it has to have been a residential school that you had to have slept there. So we just got flooded with requests and some of these schools were so obscure. I have to say we relied a great deal on these sort of small historians, these kind of narrative documents that people had done to try and figure out what actually happened in a small town in the '50's, there might have been a convent, some nuns were teaching at the school there. They took a few kids in to sleep in the convent. I have to say I've been so impressed and so happy to find that people have been writing about a very small town and trying to get this story of the small town in all its kind of minutia. I mean they're sort of painful reading. It's like, “and then there was the big flood of '47” and just minutia of who married who and they had 5 children. They're really small town narratives but they've been a huge source of information to help figure out these sort of obscure schools. I find it really encouraging to see some of these really small towns trying to gather their records, write a bit of a narrative, have a bit of a web presence. I think it's MemoryBC right? And Alberta has a similar one where they've tried to create  a database where you can do those types of searches. I just think that's been hugely helpful to me to see sort of thing in place and to see that outreach to the sort of very small communities. 

JM: Would you be willing to participate in a future phase of this project?

PR: Sure!

