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ABSTRACT 

 
This research explores the interconnection between oral history, documentary film and the 

emerging field of interactive documentary as an interdisciplinary creative strategy for telling 

factual stories of war and trauma. In doing so, it recognises the problematic nature of 

broadcast television documentary where uneven power structures can negatively affect 

authorship and story. The objective of this research was to ease this tension with the 

development of a new creative practice model in the field of documentary story telling, as an 

alternative form of representation. The immediacy, polyvocality and accessibility offered by 

this new form of communication and technology, when coupled with oral history and 

documentary film, is particularly suited to projects where marginalised communities seek to 

make sense of their experience, and to challenge existing histories. I have developed an 

innovative synthesis between the three approaches to factual storytelling, which I call Oral 

History Interactive Documentary (OHID). As a means of factual, multi-narrative storytelling, 

this approach is designed to meet participants’ need to speak and be heard on their own 

terms and in their own words, rather than through ‘hierarchical media as a forum for 

privileged voices’ (Mitchell 2015, p.9).  

 

My development of OHID is based on a dataset of 150 audio-visual original oral history 

interviews conducted with returned Australian Vietnam War soldiers, who fought at the 

Battle of Coral Balmoral in May 1968, at the height of the Vietnam War. It was the biggest 

and bloodiest battle fought by Australians, with more Australian soldiers killed in this 

engagement than at any other time during the Vietnam War. However, the Coral Balmoral 

soldiers’ repatriation back to Australia in 1969 was troubled as it coincided with major 
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historical, social and cultural shifts in Australian society. The re-casting of the previously 

secure Australian national identity, largely founded in the legend of Anzac, resulted in the 

soldiers’ exclusion from imperatives linked to nationalism and masculinity. Instead, the 

returned Coral Balmoral soldiers found themselves in an uneasy relationship with an 

Australian society unable to reconcile a gallant military history with the contentious war in 

Vietnam. It is within these warfare and post-war socio-cultural experiences that the oral 

history interviews I conducted sought to record the veterans’ memories. 

 

To better understand the relationship between telling stories of war and trauma, oral history, 

documentary film and its potential interconnection with interactivity, Sandra Gaudenzi’s 

(2013) taxonomy of four modes of interactivity was critically applied and tested against a 

range of conflict themed interactive documentaries. Critical analysis of these i-docs helped 

shape ideas of how interactive documentary enables authorship and agency. Rethinking 

ideas of authorship and inviting co-creation collaboration, opened new possibilities in digital 

space for multiple and layered storytelling. Importantly for the Coral Balmoral community, 

it allowed for the emergence of contradiction leading to new interpretative possibilities. 

Making obvious the synergies between interactive documentary, oral history and 

documentary film enabled me to design a creative strategy and practice model for authentic 

telling of stories of war and conflict. As a result, I have developed and tested the first 

contemporary single battle post-conflict oral history interactive documentary prototype, 26 

Days: The Battle of Coral Balmoral. 
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This practice-led inquiry shaped my own professional practice as a screen media artist. The 

synergy between oral history, documentary film and interactive documentary has enabled 

me to bridge a gap in current factual broadcast storytelling, that suffers from a lack of 

informed, documented strategies. This research also looks beyond linear, hierarchical 

television documentary as a favoured factual storytelling platform to a new model of 

communication by offering a strategy that transcends some of the limitations of time-based 

storytelling. By offering a collaborative and three-tiered storytelling system, operating in a 

spatial and temporal environment, the OHID strategy provides a multi-tiered, organic 

framework through which witness accounts are recorded, organised, cohesively presented 

and engaged with by a user audience. In this way, the OHID strategy provides a framework 

that builds storytelling arenas for ideas and plots to unfold freely, run parallel to each other, 

or be completely contradictory. In so doing, OHID breaks authorial codes, whether political, 

social, geographical or institutional. Finally, the OHID strategy encourages collaboration 

that empowers marginalised communities to present many and alternative versions of 

experiences, in a way that opens opportunities for new knowledge and understanding.  

 

The Interactive Oral History Documentary 26 Days: The Battle of Coral Balmoral can be 

found at www.fsbcoral.org 

Please note that all active oral history interviews are marked with a white star in a green 

circle. 
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CHAPTER ONE – INTRODUCTION 

	

	

1.0 The Problem 
 

On Remembrance Day 2016, The Battle of Fire Base Coral (2016) feature documentary 

premiered in Australia on Fox’s History Channel. This one-hour documentary, which I 

wrote and directed, was also broadcast in New Zealand, Singapore, Hong Kong and 

Thailand. This screening represented the culmination of many years working with returned 

Australian Vietnam War soldiers who experienced the Battle of Coral Balmoral in 1968. The 

purpose of the documentary was to bring a sense of justice and social recognition to the 

Coral Balmoral veteran community by informing a general audience of the veterans’ 

experience. They maintain their story is yet to be fully told and as war veterans they have 

suffered an enforced socio-political silence compared to soldiers returning from previous 

wars. They believe it is time their story is told in their own words to a wide Australian 

audience. In this they seek agency and voice. In doing so the veterans seek to establish a 

culture of respect with the society that shunned then upon return to Australia in 1968 and 

thereafter. 

 

The culmination of the Coral Balmoral documentary film project through national television 

broadcast was also the commencement of this doctoral research, for among the mostly 

congratulatory responses from veterans and their families, I received a disturbing email 

from 12 Field Regiment, Royal Australia Artillery veteran Andy Forsdike. Andy was one of 
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the one hundred and fifty returned soldiers with whom I conducted an oral history interview. 

Andy was with Head Quarter Battery, 12 Field Regiment Royal Australian Artillery. Two of 

the soldiers he was with during the first North Vietnamese Army frontal assault on the night 

of 13th May 1968, were killed.  There were, according to Andy, some questionable decisions 

and actions made by officers in his battery that night. Andy’s email criticised me for 

showing in the Battle of Fire Support Base Coral documentary what he considered to be an 

officer’s account of the battle rather than the story of the ‘fighting soldier’ who actually 

fought the battle on the ground. I found this puzzling as overwhelmingly excerpts from the 

oral history interviews chosen for the documentary film had been from ground fighting 

soldiers with a few officers’ accounts included as well as one military historian. 

Nevertheless, the accusation that bothered me most in Andy’s email was the line: 

…we asked you if you were going to show only the truth, you said yes, you did not.  
(A Forsdike 2016, pers. comm., 14 November). 

 

Andy was not alone. Feedback from Coral Balmoral veteran George Hulse, Royal Australian 

Engineers who was featured in the documentary, suggested the story lacked a sense of 

Vietnam War political context, especially relating to the implications for Australia had they 

been annihilated on the battlefield at Coral and Balmoral. George spoke eloquently about 

this issue in his oral history interview revealing an acute awareness of the Australian 

military and political position in 1968. George wondered why this particular storyline was 

not pursued more. Garry Prendergast from 1st Royal Australian Regiment and co-instigator 

of the Coral Balmoral documentary project also provided feedback suggesting greater 

emphasis could have been placed on the 56 infantry engagements over the four-week period 
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at Fire Support Patrol Base Coral after the North Vietnamese Army first night attack. A Fire 

Support Patrol Base (FSPB) is an Australian military term for a temporary mobile 

encampment to provide artillery support to infantry beyond the immediate vicinity of the 

main Task Force base normal range of support. Fire Support Patrol Bases were generally set 

up with the Battalion’s artillery battery, mortars and armour, which enabled a more flexible 

rapid response with greater coverage for operations. The Fire Support Patrol Bases, often 

named after wives or girlfriends, could remain in position for months and a strategy used by 

both Australian and US forces. As the war progressed they played an increasingly important 

supporting role for operations in outlying areas.  

 

Garry felt the importance and ferocity of these engagements were inadequately represented 

given the military strategic importance and heroic acts of some of the individuals. He 

thought too much attention was devoted to the mainly artillery engagement of the first night 

attack and not enough to the actions of the infantry over the ensuing 26 days. Garry’s 

comments trace back to what I perceived early on in the Coral Balmoral documentary 

project research phase as an undercurrent of ‘ownership’ rivalry between the infantry and 

artillery veterans; the artillery veterans see the Battle of Coral Balmoral as their story, while 

the infantry and veterans from other units who place emphasis on different parts of the Coral 

Balmoral story, see it as theirs. This again highlighted the complexity of the story and for 

me, the fundamental question of ‘whose truth are you telling?’ 
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The feedback from Andy, George and Garry elucidated fundamental questions I had 

struggled with when first embarking on the Coral Balmoral project, and this was that with so 

many stories and only one broadcast hour, how can I fairly show the many subjective points 

of view? Whose voice is given preference? How do I tell this story? From feedback, I had 

clearly failed to meet some of the Coral Balmoral returned soldier’s expectations of telling 

the reality of their experience. Andy felt I had not listened to his interview or interviews 

with others in his troubled battery, nor considered their experience or point of view. George 

felt the story lacked the political context in which the battle was fought, and which he felt 

was the true story behind Coral Balmoral and which further framed the ongoing silence the 

veterans faced upon return. Garry felt important details of infantry Company actions 

showing the character, ingenuity and durability of the ordinary Australian foot soldier was 

not highlighted. These comments are all valid; actuality, context and character are the 

hallmarks of good documentary film making, yet as a documentary maker knowing that it is 

impossible to include all stories and every detail in a time constrained linear documentary, 

had I dealt with the subjectivity reality of the human experience (Rabiger 2015), and 

therefore the veterans’ memory fairly, or had I traded fidelity for clarity and simplicity? 

 

1.1 Reflecting Upon my Documentary Film Creative Practice 
 

As a creative artist, the allure of creating documentaries is in telling untold stories, of 

discovering the unpredictable, and massaging creative processes into a discourse that 

portrays actual people and events that seek to evidence, confront and confirm the human 

condition and open the world to transformation. For me, documentary filmmaking is 
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aspirational. As a documentary writer/director my creative practice developed over many 

years has been heavily influenced by documentary maker and Michael Rabiger’s much 

published documentary methods. The core of Rabiger’s (2015, pp. 1-17) method relies on 

the ‘presentation of compelling evidence’, in which I question the authenticity and depiction 

of actuality, ask what beliefs are being voiced, offer new ways of seeing, show ranges of 

human values, demonstrate internal or external conflict and attempt to raise social awareness. 

During the documentary production process I will inevitably make choices, shape the 

product, demonstrate significances and imbue power into preferred discourses.  

 

Generally, my narrative-structuring device for these mostly contemporary history (military) 

documentaries has necessarily been based on action over time; chronology. This allows me 

to follow events and people through time, and works symbiotically with oral history practice 

that records witness accounts of actions, thoughts and feelings. Within this structure, I 

choose key characters as representatives of larger groups and construct time-based events 

into a three-act structure while attempting to present polarities. The culmination of these 

practices hopefully produces ‘an aesthetic experience of some sort, and an effect on attitudes, 

possibly leading to action’ (McLane 2012, p. 3). In documentary theorist Bill Nichol’s terms, 

my dominant documentary mode of voice can be characterised as mostly expository. This 

mode of documentary speaks directly to the viewer, often in the form of an authoritative, 

omniscient commentary. This mode often includes omniscient narration, proposing a strong 

argument and point of view, supported by participant interview. These films are rhetorical, 

and try to persuade the viewer.  
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Sitting strategically at the heart of this creative practice is a long held belief that oral history 

opens possibilities for filmmakers to create new knowledge and interpretations that extends 

understanding of the story possibilities and its authenticity. I believe oral histories’ 

subjectivity, interview method, capacity for interpretation, narrative nature and ability to 

capture dynamic, emotionally authentic voices enables my desire to recover history through 

documentary film storytelling. Oral history offers me a way to open dialogue with people 

who participated in or observed historical events. It is a personal, one to one relationship 

where thoughts, feelings and memories are shared. It allows me to engage with people to 

learn new perspectives that might not otherwise be recorded in official histories, and 

therefore plays a key role in facilitating and developing story. For me, oral history is a way 

of recording and ‘finding’ the story during documentary production. As an oral historian and 

filmmaker, I have conducted over 400 oral history interviews ranging in subject but mostly 

with returned Australian military veterans. My war themed, oral history informed 

contemporary history documentaries include The Battle of Long Tan: The Survivor’s 

Account (1999), The Battle of Milne Bay (2006), The Battle of Fire Support Patrol Base 

Coral (2016) and The Battle of Binh Ba (2017).  

 

Telling factual stories requires more than simply holding a mirror to a subject; it requires an 

understanding of the stories that as a filmmaker I am best qualified to tell.  Michael Rabiger 

(2017, p. 13) advocates that documentary storytelling is a journey that requires ‘taking 

possession of some core truth’ in yourself as an artist and discovering what drives you to tell 

the stories you most care about.  Better craft, he says, is daring to go closer ‘to the core of 
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our being’, and searching for our own individual personal truths. Reflecting upon my own 

body of work, which overwhelmingly draws from the memories of Australian returned 

soldiers, I discovered my core truth revolves around injustice and the value of remembering. 

I am drawn to stories where soldiers face events that shape who we are socially and 

politically and who are then often rendered voiceless and forgotten. I am driven to make 

their voices heard and their experience remembered. My art is therefore an expression of the 

value of memory and the need to remember, because memory is not passive but an active 

part of our individual and social narrative (Perks & Thomson 2006). These stories provide 

significance and meaning not only to those involved in the story, but to a wider audience. 

 

The complexity of some of the issues presented in the Coral Balmoral story and broadcast 

limitations suggested I had unintentionally kept voices silent, and I found myself wondering 

if this story was just too big and complex to tell in linear documentary form. I questioned 

whether I could find a more egalitarian, expansive approach to documentary storytelling. 

Overcoming challenges of complexity, authority and agency required rethinking 

documentary’s rhetorical and representational potential and considering the implications for 

creative practice.  

 

1.2 Interactive Documentary - A Potential Solution 

In seeking to address authority and agency challenges in post-conflict storytelling, I 

commenced an exploration into the world of interactive documentary. At first glance 

interactive documentary offered unlimited time, space and unrestricted editorial control, 
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which appeared to be a seemingly neat solution to my problem. Prior to commencing this 

research, I had no experience in developing interactive documentary material, so I sought 

out highly experienced and regarded interactive or web-based documentary practitioners and 

theorists. These included the works of Debra Beattie whose publications and web-doc 

preceded the current interactive documentary scholarship thus paving the way for an 

evolving practice.  The Wrong Crowd (2004) was fully funded by then Australian Film 

Commission’s first engagement in online documentary in 2000. Mandy Rose, Judith Aston, 

Sandra Gaudenzi who, together and individually, have progressed scholarship and tested the 

boundaries of authorship, voice and practice in new media platforms. Their theoretical views 

and practice methodologies, in particular the research by Sandra Gaudenzi and Kate Nash on 

understanding and classifying modes of interactivity helped frame this investigation and 

influence my practice. The discovery of possibilities led to querying how my oral history 

based documentary practice might be integrated with interactive documentary to create a 

hybrid practice strategy that specifically meets the storytelling needs of the Coral Balmoral 

veteran community. In interactive documentary I recognised a symbiotic relationship with 

oral history based on authorship, authenticity and the potential to tell complex and contested 

narratives especially when recovering stories of war and conflict. 

 

As part of this research I reviewed and tested a broad range of interactive documentaries 

seeking examples of authorship, style, navigation, interactivity, content flow and 

development. Critical analysis of these art forms helped me shape ideas of how interactive 

documentary enables authorship and voice, and this in turn helped me scaffold my creative 
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practice choices. I also considered the types of stories being told in interactive form, 

specifically those relating to war and post-conflict experiences. I found this area to be under-

represented compared to mostly environmental or community subject related i-docs. Many 

post-conflict i-docs dealt with subjects such as political conflicts, human rights abuse and 

violence, or themes including survival, hope and recognition. However, few dealt with major 

wars or specific battles. Cahal McLaughlin’s Prisons Memory Archive (2007) is one notable 

exception, as this interactive documentary is topically concerned with individual’s post-

conflict storytelling about the Northern Ireland Conflict. Another, the Guardian 

Newspaper’s First World War: The Story of a Global Conflict (2014) told broad-based, 

geographically themed facets of the First World War.  However, my investigations failed to 

discover a single, battle-specific interactive documentary, nor has there been much 

scholarship on the relationship between post-conflict storytelling, oral history and interactive 

documentary (see for example McRoberts 2015). My resolve is to narrow this gap in current 

research and practice by utilising the i-doc format in concert with oral history and 

documentary practice, to enable agency and recognition to marginalised communities who 

have been traumatised by extraordinary events. 

	

1.3 Research Question 

The research argues that combining my established oral history based documentary film 

practice with interactive documentary, in a collaborative community, leads to a more 

comprehensive method of telling stories of trauma and war. In so doing, this hybrid oral 
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history interactive documentary (OHID) creative practice strategy will enable me to fulfil 

the Coral Balmoral community’s purpose, their need for authentic voice and recognition. 

 

Research Question: 

How can an oral history and co-creative interactive documentary practice strategy enable 
complex, multi-narrative stories of war and trauma?  
 

Key Questions: 

• How does post-conflict voice emerge from the nexus of oral history, documentary 
film and interactive documentary storytelling? 

 

• How does this emergent hybrid form of media respond to veterans’ sense of 
otherness and their need for recognition and authentic representation? 

 

• How does oral history interactive documentary creative practice transform the telling 
of traumatic stories? 

 

 
1.4 Candidate’s Background and Relationship to Topic 
 
My desire in making oral history based documentaries is to trigger thoughts, feelings, 

emotions and ideas about the importance of remembering. My aim is to expose the pain of 

experience that has been overlooked and that hopefully leads to new understandings about 

our histories, our culture and us. These themes stem from my childhood in the late 60s and 

early 70s, where sitting in front of a black and white television set each night, I witnessed 

the Vietnam War. The Vietnam War suddenly became much more personal when my cousin 

Barry Chamberlain was conscripted as part of the National Services Act 1964. 
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From my aunt’s kitchen table I was witness to Barry’s national service call-up, departure 

and yearlong tour in Vietnam. Our family watched the 6 pm news more acutely. I was also 

present when Barry arrived back home in Deniliquin, our small rural town. He was flown in 

to Sydney from Vietnam at night to avoid the waiting protesters, collected his belongings 

and made his way back to Deniliquin. There was no military debriefing, no welcome home 

parade and no counselling for dealing with trauma or integration back into civilian life.  He 

joined the Deniliquin Returned Soldier’s League Club but was treated with some derision by 

the local World War Two veterans who populated the bar and the committee.  Like most 

veterans, Barry kept company with other Vietnam veterans, quietly faded back into his life 

while trying to leave memories of Vietnam behind and mostly did not speak about his 

experiences. Barry’s story is not unique; rather it is typical of a generation of national 

serviceman from 1964 to 1971.  Theirs is a story of trauma, survival through self-formed 

community and injustice. It is a story I heard repeated many times in oral history interviews 

conducted with veterans of the Battle of Coral Balmoral.  

	

1.5 Background and Context: The Battle of Coral Balmoral 
 
In 1968, a mix of national servicemen and regular soldiers, around 22 years old faced the 

biggest and bloodiest battle fought by Australians in Vietnam. The Battle of Coral Balmoral 

was Australia’s largest, longest and most costly battle of the Vietnam War. The Battle of 

Coral Balmoral took place in Vietnam from 12 May to 6 June 1968. It was a series of battles 

in which an Australian Task Force operating in an area away from its base in Phouc Tuy 

Province was pitted against a Division of North Vietnamese Regular forces. On four 
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occasions, the 7th North Vietnamese Army Division attacked the Australian Bases ‘Coral’ 

and ‘Balmoral’ in human wave assaults with the support of mortars, rockets and heavy 

weapons.  On two occasions, these assaults over-ran the Australian positions and through 

gallant close quarter fighting, the Australians were able to hold their ground and eventually 

repel the NVA. On three other occasions, Australian forces fought prolonged encounters 

with enemy who were well entrenched in heavily defended bunker systems.  During this 

period of 26 days there were 56 other contacts and firefights with enemy force. The Official 

History of the Vietnam War On the Offensive: The Australian Army in the Vietnam War 

1967-1968 (McNeill & Ekins 2003) describes the battle: 

… the Australians fought their largest, most hazardous and most sustained battles of the war. 
 
The engagements around FSBs Coral and Balmoral exceeded in both intensity and duration 
the battle of Long Tan. 
 
Both the total number of units and men engaged on both sides and the total casualties 
incurred by each side were greater than those in any other actions by Australians in the 
Vietnam War.  
 
These Battles were to become indelibly identified with the steadfastness and courage of 
Australian soldiers. 

 

This battle was the first time since World War II that an Australian brigade-size Battle 

Group, based on two battalions of infantry, support troops and Royal Australian Air Force, 

engaged the Regular forces of another country. It remains the only Australian military action 

with that credential to this day. More ‘Diggers’1 were killed and wounded during this 

prolonged engagement than at any other time during Australia’s ten-year involvement in the 

                                                
1	The	term	‘Digger’	is	a	colloquial	term	used	to	describe	Australian	and	New	Zealand	soldiers.	Its	origins	
date	from	World	War	I.	
2	The	Australian	and	New	Zealand	Army	Corps	(ANZAC)	was	a	First	World	War	army	corps	of	
the	Mediterranean	Expeditionary	Force.	It	was	formed	in	Egypt	in	December	1914,	and	operated	during	
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Vietnam War. It was a major political and strategic victory for the Australian Task Force in 

South Vietnam and for the Australian	Government. The then Commander of American 

Forces in Vietnam, General William G. Westmoreland, visited Fire Support Patrol Base 

Coral and was reported to have verbally recommended to the Australian Commander that 

the Australian force be awarded the American Presidential Unit Citation. This offer was 

never officially recorded or followed through. It is interesting to note that the Supreme 

Commander of Allied forces Vietnam felt compelled to visit the Australians after the battle 

to congratulate them and to see for himself the ‘cut’ of soldier that had produced such an 

outcome. He did not visit any other Australian engagement during the Vietnam War. This 

military respect afforded the soldiers of Coral Balmoral remains largely untold and 

unrecognised.  

 

These silences add to the discontent within this community, who still search for an historical 

context in which to rationalise their experience and who ultimately feel dispossessed of their 

place in Anzac history.	Various Coral Balmoral veterans, in their oral history interviews 

including Neil Weekes (2007), Garry Prendergast (2007), George Hulse (2007) and Alan 

Parr (2007), explained the significance of the lack of recognition for them personally and as 

a community. In supplementary notes compiled for the Fire Support Patrol Base Coral-

Balmoral Submission Committee acting on behalf of the Defense Honours Awards Australia 

Tribunal (DHAAT) considering the veterans’ 2018 application for the Award of A Unit 

Citation for Gallantry formally questioned ‘why Australia’s largest, longest, bloodiest and 

most costly battle of the Vietnam War was never awarded a United States or South 
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Vietnamese Unit Award for Gallantry.’ (Parr, Hulse, Weekes, et. al, 2017, p. 5). They note 

that the Coral Balmoral veterans have become ‘disillusioned and aggrieved’ and that ‘there 

has been no official recognition given those individuals, sub-units and units involved in the 

Battle of Coral Balmoral’ (p.5). This submission for the Award, two years in the making, 

was party instigated by my interest in their story and the additional details that emerged 

from my oral history and documentary film research. I was honoured to be invited by 

DHAAT to give evidence on the nature of ‘gallantry’ from my research at the Tribunal 

hearing in November 2017. The need for recognition forms a large part of the Coral 

Balmoral story and is discussed in Chapter Two. 

 

Unlike other wars of Australian involvement, the Vietnam War was a war that not only 

affected a generation of Australian men and women but was also the subject of intense 

scrutiny from a divided society. The fight against Communism and building a democratic 

Vietnam was worth the cost for those who supported the war. At the same time, anti-war 

movements objected to a government policy that supported a US military machine inflicting 

technological and military might on an impoverished country that sought national identity 

and unity after decades of war, colonial tyranny and corrupt government. It was an 

unpopular ‘dirty’ war, lacking the sense of national duty and righteousness of the Great War 

and World War II. It was also a war that did not generate a ‘winner’s history’ (Grey & 

Doyle 1992, p. ix), leaving social ramifications that had a continuing impact and effect on 

Australian society long after the final Qantas plane departed Tan Son Nhut airport with the 

last Australian personnel.	
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Central to the division within Australian society was the polarising effect of the National 

Services Act 1964.  By 1969, conscription had divided the nation and there seemed to be no 

middle ground with those in favour on one side and those against it firmly on the other. As a 

result, the Anzac Legend 2 came under fire and by 1969 the Digger was ‘no longer a 

culturally secure symbol in Australian society’ (Cochrane 1990, p. 180). Bearing the brunt 

of social resentment, Vietnam veterans recall being spat upon and branded ‘murderers’, 

rapists and at best ‘fools’ (Costello 2007). Australians turned their attention away from the 

war in Vietnam to other social changes after North Vietnamese Army tanks rolled into the 

Presidential Palace in Saigon to claim victory, and Vietnam and its veterans were clearly no 

longer a priority from 1975 (Ross 1991, p. 67). The Vietnam era soldier, having previously 

assumed he would be secure in the nation’s military tradition, moved into a cultural abyss 

that would last nearly fifty years (Grey 1991). 

 

The Vietnam War ultimately produced a narrative suggesting an uneasy relationship 

between the Anzac Legend, the returning Vietnam soldier and an Australian society unable 

to reconcile a gallant military history with the new war in Vietnam and its soldiers. It also 

                                                
2	The	Australian	and	New	Zealand	Army	Corps	(ANZAC)	was	a	First	World	War	army	corps	of	
the	Mediterranean	Expeditionary	Force.	It	was	formed	in	Egypt	in	December	1914,	and	operated	during	
the	Gallipoli	campaign.	General	William	Birdwood	commanded	the	corps,	which	primarily	consisted	of	
troops	from	the	First	Australian	Imperial	Force	and	1st	New	Zealand	Expeditionary	Force.	The	Anzac	
Legend	is	a	concept	which	suggests	that	Australian	and	New	Zealand	soldiers	possess	shared	
characteristics,	specifically	the	qualities	those	soldiers	allegedly	exemplified	on	the	battlefields	of	World	
War	I.	These	qualities	include	courage,	mateship,	humour,	ingenuity,	integrity	and	fairness.	
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marked the beginning of an enforced silence for Coral Balmoral veterans whose oral 

histories reveal feelings of disassociation and exclusion from society and Anzac history. 

 
 
1.6 Recording the Veterans’ Experiences 
 
My involvement with the veterans of the Battle of Coral Balmoral commenced in 2006 

when my cousin Barry Chamberlain told me this story and introduced me to Garry 

Prendergast who presided over the Coral Reunion Group. At that initial meeting we spoke at 

length about the battle, the fact that it was largely missing from popular memory compared 

to other Australian battles such as the Battle of Long Tan. We also spoke about the 

disconnection that occurred with Australian society, and with each other upon their return to 

Australia in 1969. Garry explained that for many veterans, reconnection with their former 

army ‘mates’ only occurred at the 1987 Welcome Home Parade. Recognising the need to 

overcome a sense of personal isolation, Garry, with a small group, founded the Coral 

Reunion Group. Since its formation the group has grown to over 600 Coral Balmoral 

veterans. Garry introduced me to some of these members, who also shared their stories with 

me. The veterans felt their story was recorded incorrectly in the official history and 

expressed their need to have that corrected. As a group of war veterans compared to soldiers 

returning from previous wars, they had suffered in silence and, they felt, it was about time 

the general public became aware of their story and the significance of that story in 

Australian Vietnam War history.  
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This discussion clearly pointed to why the veterans needed to tell their story and I began to 

fully appreciate the depth of what oral historian Alessandro Portelli (2009, p. 21) means 

when he says oral history, through memory and narrative, ‘is a relationship between the past 

and the present; what the past means to the present.’ By listening to these veterans tell their 

stories and their need for it to be told, I was witness to the past colliding with the present. 

The range of emotions evident in this community indicated there was more to the Coral 

Balmoral story than had been officially recorded and, more importantly, had remained 

untold. This suggested a unique interplay between memory and culture, the importance of 

which lies in the relationship between this community’s unresolved narratives, popular 

memory and the need to set the record straight. At this point, we spoke about commencing 

an audio-visual oral history project to record their experiences and then develop the oral 

histories into a television feature documentary. The purpose of which, was to create an 

archive of the veterans’ experiences for historical, posterity reasons and a television 

distribution outcome to reach a wide audience. 

 

Garry returned to me later that week with the support of veterans in the Coral Reunion 

Group, and a firm commitment to proceed. The veteran community made their position very 

clear; they seek to establish a culture of respect with contemporary society. As a disaffected 

group, they wanted to tell their story, the ‘real’ story and to place their story on public 

record. They were frankly ‘pissed off’ (Costello 2007), and ultimately seek recognition from 

a society still at odds with how to reconcile the uncomfortable history of the Vietnam War. 

While their battle, complete with errors, has been described in official Vietnam War history 
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and received minor publicity in magazines such as Australasian Post (6th July 1968), the true 

story of the battle and the personal impact of ongoing enforced silence was yet to be told. 

The Coral Balmoral community was seeking a way to find their voice to push back enforced 

silence. They were seeking empowerment. 

 

My relationship with the Coral Balmoral veterans was as oral history based documentary 

filmmaker. Documentary film has the means for a particular point of view or perspective to 

become known. They are associated with truth telling where we learn something about the 

world (Spence & Navarro 2011, p. 13). Contemporary history documentary seeks to elicit 

emotional responses by primarily and explicitly structuring documentary materials as 

evidence for the truth of an argument or interpretation. It engages in rhetoric designed to 

persuade the public’s moral compass. It also has the ability to contribute to the formation of 

popular memory, which is important to Coral Balmoral veterans who see themselves 

confronted with powerful cultural memories of the Vietnam War. The veterans’ stories, 

captured in oral history interview, contain a wealth of military, social and personal 

information that are political, emotional, provocative and historical. They speak of deeply 

personal, often traumatic, often exhilarating experiences within the context of a unique 

military and social period in Australia’s history.  

 

The Battle of Coral Balmoral was a battalion size campaign, which meant up to fifteen 

hundred men from five military units were involved at various stages. Through veterans 

Garry Prendergast, president of the Coral Reunion Group and Robert Costello, president of 
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the 12 Field Regiment Association, I was given unique access to Coral veterans. Veterans 

were contacted initially through these two groups, however Vietnam veterans make good 

use of the internet and most communicate via email so once the call went out through these 

two organisations, veterans from other units also contacted me. Participants also referred me 

to other ‘Diggers’ in their platoons, or to those who they thought could add strength or 

variation to the story. All interviewees were vetted and checked for authenticity against the 

Vietnam Veterans nominal role and within the veteran community, usually through various 

associations. Any veteran who wanted to record an oral history was able to.  

 

The project included a wide cross section of regular army and national servicemen across 

ranks; from the company cook, to the Battalion padre, to the front line private to General, Sir 

Phillip Bennett (retired) who was, in 1968, a Lieutenant Colonel, Commanding Officer of 

1RAR. All the interviewees were Caucasian males aged between 60 and 65 at the time of 

recording. A single Indigenous Australian served at the Battle of Coral Balmoral, however 

he declined an interview. The veterans were from various socio-economic and educational 

backgrounds. In addition to Garry and Robert, a wider advisory group from other military 

units involved at Coral and Balmoral was formed. This group provided advice and 

clarification on military strategy, terms and procedures. 

 

Interviewing across the many units and experiences within this community presented a 

daunting task. Each of these men held different roles and played different parts over the six-

week duration of the operation, so every interview depended on many factors including 



 20 

personal experience, memory over time, ideology, education, trauma and even the veteran’s 

relationship with me as interviewer resulting in many, varied voices. My initial 

understanding of the veterans’ position suggested a tangible, tangled relationship between 

popular memory and private experience. My position as oral history documentary 

filmmaker also placed me in the unique position where I was able to communicate across 

associations and military units and I also realised there existed a gap in knowledge not only 

amongst some of the different unit communities but also across the larger collective Coral 

Balmoral community.  

 

It became clear that this project needed to not only record the veteran’s experience for 

storytelling to a wide general audience, but also so that the veterans themselves could access 

stories from other units, therefore providing a more comprehensive understanding of the 

battle and their role in it. This being the case, with the possibility of many sometimes 

disparate ‘truths’, a political agenda, a need to pay careful attention to all the voices that may 

be heard within this group, and my commitment to find a narrative that tells the veterans’ 

story, I turned to my familiar oral history and documentary creative practice.  My belief was 

that oral history would provide me with a framework of gathering and analysing multiple 

narratives of war and trauma. My aim was to ascertain authentic experience and meaning 

and then ethically and accurately present the veterans’ story.  

 

Oral narratives are often created when memory is triggered by a commemorative event and a 

tour to Vietnam with veterans of Coral Balmoral and their wives offered additional 
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interview opportunities. Accompanied by Garry, Robert, eighteen other veterans and my 

cameraman Daniel Maddock, the tour enabled me to experience particular sites associated 

with the Australian occupation in 1968/69. The Vietnam tour also provided me with the 

opportunity to interview veterans in situ allowing for sharper recollections. According to 

Thompson (2009, p. 142), physical environment can become an expression of personal 

memory as interviewees respond to the surroundings in which the interview occurs. 

McLaughlin  (2017, p.3) reminds, interviewing in situ allows ‘the participants to be re-

stimulated by the materiality of the place, to be able to perform their memory, for example, 

by showing as well as telling, and to allow the physical place itself to inform the viewer’.  

 

I conducted 150 audio-visual oral history interviews with veterans over a two-year period 

(2006-2007) in locations across Australia. The interviews were conducted using oral history 

methods and practices, which will be discussed in detail in Chapter Two. Oral historians, 

such as William Cutler III in Accuracy in Oral History Interviewing  (1984, p. 103) believe 

that rapport ensures accuracy so a comfortable, easy atmosphere was the key to honest 

answers full of emotion and meaning. Accordingly, my interview technique was 

conversational, guided by a list of questions informed by research and based on Everett’s  

(1992) Oral History Technique and Procedures and the life story interview approach. 

Questions pertained to both autobiographical and military inquiry. I began each interview 

with an easy chat introducing myself, the project aims and how the interview would progress. 
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I did this in an area away from the camera set-up so the interviewee would begin to know 

me and feel confident in the process (Quinlan 2011, pp. 25-35).  

 

Upon entering the interview set-up, I informally asked the interviewee about the music he 

could recall from the sixties. This sensory trigger not only enabled me to distract the 

interviewee from the technical considerations of the interview as the camera, lighting and 

sound set-up can be intimidating, but also to commence the process of remembering. The 

interview format was long form, ranging from 18 minutes to 2 hours 15 minutes with an 

average length of 40-50 minutes.  

 

There was no shortage of veterans from all units present at Coral and Balmoral willing to 

tell me their story. The veterans seemed eager to speak about their experience and there was 

a determined desire to go ‘on record’ and also learn more of their larger story. For some 

veterans, the interview was the first time they had ever articulated to someone their personal 

story. On a few occasions the veteran’s wife would take me aside for a quick chat while the 

camera was being set-up to ask if she could listen in, as her husband had told her very little 

or nothing of his experiences and she would like to know. This was the case when I 

interviewed 102 Battery Gun Sergeant John Stevens (Jones 2007). As they had been 

married for around 40 years, I found this request quite remarkable. However as the 

interviews progressed and similar requests were made, it became increasingly obvious that 

veterans of this community do not easily share their memories.  
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On a few occasions, veterans would recall incidents or events that upset them and they 

would become emotional and at times weep, and request the camera be turned off while they 

recomposed themselves. I respected their rights for privacy, confidentiality and emotional 

composure and in every case I obliged and stopped the camera recording. In these 

circumstances, the requirements on the interviewer can be more acute at an interpersonal 

level and this became a significant part of my own experience. Some of the interviews 

became emotional and my challenge as interviewer was to share the emotions, show 

empathy but also gently guide the veteran and the interview back to a place where the 

veteran was comfortable continuing his story.  

 

Other veterans, as was the case with Peter Burquest, were determined to have their story 

recorded not so much for general public information, but to leave a legacy for his children 

and grandchildren. Working through the oral history interviews, I became aware of 

additional motivating circumstances such as the onset of the veterans’ retirement, thoughts 

of mortality and a desire to create records for family purposes. In this regard I obliged with 

an edited version of the individual’s interview, which included photographs and found 

footage. Some veterans, such as Geoff Grimish (2006) wondered what the fascination was 

with Vietnam and their ‘Coral’ story, while a few were simply curious. Others still, have 

travelled a troubled road since Vietnam and yet were happy to share the story of their 

involvement and the years since their war service ended. These standpoints contribute to 

how the Coral Balmoral story is framed and told suggesting ways in which the i-doc story is 

designed and composed. 



 24 

Disagreement and discrepancy around the historical record was also a prime motivator for 

veterans to tell their story. Many veterans, particularly from amongst 102 Field Battery 

Royal Australian Artillery, felt their story lacked the reality of their experience. Accordingly 

the oral history interviews underwent, where possible, scrutiny against each other and 

against other primary historical sources such as commanders’ logs and diaries, radio 

logbooks. Lex McAuley’s (1988), The Battle of Coral: Fire Support Bases Coral and 

Balmoral May 1968 was also used to check evidence. McAuley’s book, published twenty 

years after the battle, remains the only published feature study on this battle. It is a detailed 

study of the engagement taken from records, interviews and letters supplied by veterans. 

McAuley’s account enabled me to draw comparison of some of the veterans’ testimonies 

over time.   

 

Further comparison of this project’s oral histories were tried against the Australian War 

Memorial’s official history publication On the Offensive, The Official History of Australia’s 

Involvement in Southeast Asian Conflicts 1948-1975 (McNeill & Ekin 2003). The 

comparison revealed inaccuracy in how the battle has been recorded. According to veterans, 

the incorrect reporting of vital parts of their story has contributed to the lack of respect 

experienced by this community. The influence of McNeill and Ekins work is profound, and 

continues to be referenced in other publications such as Paul Ham’s (2007) Vietnam: The 

Australian War. As a result, an on-going concern for the Coral Balmoral veteran community 

is that the official history, while it remains incorrect, has a continued flow-on effect that 

until the inaccuracies are corrected, potentially prohibits an end to their story.  
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Many veterans and their families supplied me with personal written narratives, newspaper 

stories, photos, maps, diaries, documents, Super 8 film footage and invitations to reunion 

dinners and events. None so poignant than the letter and photograph I received from the 

mother of Private John Pearce, a boy from a sheep property in Canowindra, New South 

Wales who died in battle at Fire Support Patrol Base Coral. He was a gentle, quiet man, who 

could have delayed his call-up to attend university, but went to do his duty instead.  

 

1.7 Documentary Film Development 
 
The documentary script for the television documentary was developed using the oral history 

transcripts and other primary sources. However, script development became a major and 

difficult task. Linking so many independent parts and individual voices, within such a 

complex military action and political context, into a cohesive narrative was extremely 

difficult. The constant questions during this stage of script development were: how do I 

bring these stories together, whose story is being told, whose voice is speaking? It soon 

became apparent that singularising this complex narrative would result in the story suffering 

a poverty of content. 

 

The narrative challenge was further exacerbated by the one-hour time allocation by Fox’s 

History Channel. This meant the television broadcast format imposed additional restrictions 

and narrative compromises, necessitated editing the complexities of the story and narrowing 

the individual veteran voices. Narrowing the story is not an uncommon experience as media 

institutions, funding bodies and commissioning editors have long worked with filmmakers 
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in often unequal power relationships since the television form enabled documentary to exist 

as a truth-claim (Beattie 2008, p. 25).  

 

The problem of limited time in which to tell this complex story was discussed with Garry 

Prendergast, Robert Costello along with producer, Daryl Sparkes and editor James Miller. 

The group agreed that the one-hour time slot was simply not enough time to adequately tell 

such a complex story. Garry Prendergast reiterated our first goal, which was to inform the 

general public about this battle to make it part of our national storytelling. So we decided a 

well told, general story would meet our purpose, given the timeframe restrictions, more 

readily than a story heavy in detail and specifics. 

 

We then decided on a handful of key storytellers, chosen because they were either at the 

‘frontline’ of the battle or were involved in key decision-making. It was important that these 

storytellers presented well visually, and spoke concisely and grippingly. In keeping with the 

project’s aim of this being a soldiers’ story, the veterans’ provided most of the narration 

with a voice-over narrator providing linking passages to keep the audience orientated in the 

story.  In this way, these key storytellers acted as representatives for the military units 

present at Fire Support Patrol Bases Coral and Balmoral, and as far as possible we aimed to 

represent each military unit present at the battle. Key story points were chosen based on 

action over time, and supported by smaller anecdotal stories. This strategy was employed to 

strengthen and personalise the narrative, demonstrating the character and heroism of the 

Australian solider in the Anzac tradition, thus connecting these outcast Vietnam War 
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soldiers with Australian national identity. These smaller stories were very conscious choices 

and were always chosen from non-ranking soldiers to reflect ideals of the Australian 

‘Digger’. In the end only ten of the oral history interviewees were used on screen, although 

analysis of all the interviews provided the story structure. A more general story of Coral 

Balmoral was offered based on our original purpose, which was to bring this story to a wide 

Australian audience and begin the process of recognition. Many drafts later, we had a final 

script. 

 

Nevertheless, while the purpose of the Battle of Fire Support Base Coral documentary film 

was to empower the participants by sharing the experience of survivors and bring national 

awareness to the survivors’ experience and subsequent social issues faced by its soldiers, it 

was not able to tell all the individual parts of this big story. The documentary that aired on 

the History Channel showed, as was its purpose, told a general story that highlighted mainly 

infantry and artillery experience at the expense of more detailed and inclusive storylines. 

Criticism after the broadcast highlighted that I had kept voices silent and not told difficult 

storylines and experiences. It suggested what I already knew, that my representation of the 

story in a traditional linear form with its necessary editorialising, decision-making processes 

and time constraints, did not and perhaps cannot enable expansive authentic representation 

of multiple voices and events in complex stories such as the Battle of Coral Balmoral. The 

implication for silenced voices is the inability to have a meaningful effect on the events of 

the experience being told, resulting in potential misrepresentation of the reality experienced 

and continued feelings of disempowerment.  While I was happy with the outcome of the 
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linear documentary in its purpose to raise awareness of this particular battle and its veterans, 

I was not happy with the limitations that restricted voice. This representational problem 

caused me to seek out new ways in which many and varied voices can be heard.  

 

1.8 Research Methodology and Organisation 

Since this research was born from challenges identified by a need to reinvent, repurpose and 

implement new ways of telling in my own and others’ practice it makes sense to develop 

this research within a framework of practice-led research. The development of practice-led 

research has been ground-breaking for researcher filmmakers in the creative arts with Linda 

Candy (2006, p.3) providing a useful definition:  

Practice-led Research is an original investigation undertaken in order to gain new 
knowledge partly by means of practice and the outcomes of that practice. In a doctoral 
thesis, claims of originality and contribution to knowledge may be demonstrated through 
creative outcomes in the form of designs, music, digital media, performances and 
exhibitions. Whilst the significance and context of the claims are described in words, a 
full understanding can only be obtained with direct reference to the outcomes.  

 

In keeping with practice-led research investigations this research comprises two components, 

which interact and work together to address the research question.  

This research consists of: 

• Exegesis – 50,000 word exegesis detailing the development of an oral 

history/interactive documentary creative practice, which I have termed Oral History 

Interactive Documentary (OHID).  

• Creative Work: The research findings are expressed in the form of a prototype oral 

history interactive documentary titled 26 Days: The Battle of Coral Balmoral. The 
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prototype is put forward in order to exemplify OHID as a method. It is recognised 

that the prototype does not yet house all the veterans’ interviews conducted for this 

project. This is primarily due to shifts in recording format technology, which has 

allowed me to convert most, but not all of the oral histories into the required format 

for inclusion in the OHID. Nonetheless, the prototype already exceeds the number of 

oral histories in comparable projects such as Prisons Memory Archive 

(McLaughlin’s 2007) and is Australia’s largest single repository of the Battle of 

Coral Balmoral national memory. The i-doc, by its co-creative and participatory 

nature is inherently a work in progress. Accordingly, as more Coral Balmoral 

veterans become aware of and participate in the project, more recollections, 

information and audio-visual assets will be added to the project.  

 

The creative work can be found at: www.fsbcoral.org 

 

This exegesis is organised according to a connective model derived at by practice-led 

researchers Jillian Hamilton and Luke Jaaniste (2009). As such, this exegesis consists of five 

main sections apart from this introduction. These sections include Chapter Two, Situating 

Concepts, which provides context to the hypothesis of this research by establishing why it is 

important for veterans of war to tell their stories, how oral history is a method that enables 

recovery of voices and why documentary film can act as an agent for social change. 

Identifying problems with form leads to interactive documentary as a proposed form of post-

conflict storytelling. 
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Chapter Three Practical Concepts seeks to situate my creative practice into the broader field 

of interactive documentary, and more specifically within the field of interactive 

documentary where the subject matter is war and conflict. Chapter Three therefore provides 

an in-depth examination of specific, conflict themed exemplars. The aim in seeking 

representational methods, technologies and practices is to better understand how best to 

expand my own creative practice within a comparative interactive documentary field prior to 

embarking on my own creative pursuit, which is the subject of Chapter Four. 

 

Chapter Four Researcher’s Creation: Developing An Oral History Interactive 

Documentary, details the evolution of my creative practice strategy and it application in 

the oral history i-doc 26 Days: The Battle of Coral Balmoral. This responds directly to 

my earlier questions concerning representation and hypothesis that combining my 

established oral history based documentary method and practice with interactive 

documentary within a co-creative framework leads to a new approach to documentary 

creative practice that accommodates multiple and divergent voices.  

 

Chapter Five Meeting the Challenge details the veterans’ responses to testing the oral 

history interactive documentary prototype, 26 Days: The Battle of Coral Balmoral. The 

two reviews carried out by veteran collaborative groups form part of the creative practice 

feedback loop that forms part of the connective model of this practice-led research. 

Detailing the veteran responses provides a record of opportunities to act and expand 
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knowledge and creative practice in order the meet the challenge to find a new way to tell 

the Coral Balmoral veterans’ story.  

 

Chapter Six Conclusion draws attention to the outcomes and significance of this research in 

terms of the development of an oral history interactive documentary (OHID) strategy. This 

strategy is an original cross-disciplinary concept and creative practice designed to respond to 

the Coral Balmoral veterans’ sense of otherness and their need for recognition and authentic 

representation. It asserts that the Oral History Interactive Documentary strategy bridges a 

gap in current factual story-telling methods by offering a framework that transcends 

limitations of time-based, linear forms of documentary. OHID provides an innovative arena 

for ideas and plots to unfold freely, run parallel to each other, or be completely contradictory. 

In this way, it creates new ways for marginalised communities to present many and 

alternative versions of experiences thus opening opportunities for new knowledge and 

understanding. The OHID strategy challenges authorial codes in which speakers tell their 

story, how they are recorded and the ways in which post-conflict storytelling can be heard. It 

breaks with the passive experience of traditional media and the exclusivity of oral history 

archives. Most importantly, as a means of post-conflict storytelling, the 26 Days: The Battle 

of Coral Balmoral OHID meets the veterans’ need to speak and be heard on their own terms 

and in their own words. 

 

This model provides context for the practice and personal reflection of the creative practice 

allowing ‘the researcher to effectively frame the practice as a research contribution to a 
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wider field while doing justice to its invested poetics’ (Hamilton & Jaaniste 2009, p.1) In the 

past decade examples in the field are Reframing Cinematography: Interpreting 

Cinematography in an Emerging Virtual Practice (Maddock 2018) and Time Rhythm and 

Magic: Developing a Communications Theory Approach to Documentary Film Editing 

(Davidson 2016).  

 

1.9 Conclusion 
 
The Coral Balmoral veterans see themselves as having been unfairly caught in a time of 

political and social upheaval. They went to war in 1968 with the nation’s blessing, but came 

home in 1969 recast as representatives of an unpopular war. They have been caught in this 

unreconciled abyss ever since. As a result they have been shunned and forgotten, which has 

caused this community an enduring sense of injustice and grief. They feel dispossessed of 

their own history and their place in Australian history. They want justice and recognition; 

they want their history recorded correctly, society to understand what they went through and 

recognition as soldiers doing their duty. The challenge is how factual storyteller might be 

able to assist in catalysing public awareness without inadvertently disempowering those at 

the heart of complex historical events. 
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CHAPTER TWO - SITUATING CONCEPTS 

 

 
2.0 Introduction 
 
The purpose of this chapter is to frame and situate this research and practice in the field of 

factual storytelling, concentrating on stories of war and trauma. The key storytelling 

concepts that form the theoretical and practice foundation of this research are oral history, 

documentary film, and interactive documentary. Oral history is a valuable method for 

recording stories of those who have experienced traumatic events. Oral history is also highly 

interdisciplinary and is often incorporated in contemporary history documentary film 

practice, providing a solid research and evidentiary base that compliments documentary 

film’s social purpose of bringing marginalised voices to wider awareness. However, the 

political economies of commercial documentary broadcast can lead to undesirable 

compromises, restricting rather than raising voice. Recognising these limitations, this 

research explores interactive documentary as an emergent form of broadcast media that 

potentially enables voice in post-conflict communities. In so doing, a theoretical framework 

for understanding this research’s practice is established. 

 

As a hybrid interdisciplinary project concerned with enabling voice, this research recognises 

the importance and role of storytelling for war veterans. Storytelling acknowledges the lived 

experiences of veterans, which can often lead to better understanding of what happened to 

them. Telling stories is also a form of self-empowerment that can help veterans heal. For the 
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Coral Balmoral veteran community, who seek validation and public awareness of their 

experience, storytelling is a potential tool for empowerment.  

 

2.1 Story-telling and War Veterans. 
 

Cultures and societies have always told stories about their past. Stories are a way in which 

we understand the experiences of those who have endured extraordinary life events. 

Storytelling can be transformative, informative and experiential. It is accessible and 

meaningful. Storytelling can also be a means of ‘comfort, survival, resistance, and 

maintaining cultural identity’ (Senehi 2002, p. 3). According to Julie Wiest (2013, p. 68), we 

tell ‘structured stories about personal experiences - narratives - as a means of understanding 

the past, constructing identities, and communicating ourselves to others.’ Wiest (p. 69) 

further acknowledges that deconstructing ‘the war story’ as a ‘type of dominant cultural 

narrative, despite the great variety of roles and circumstances that are part of any war effort’ 

is important, as it aids in uncovering cultural meanings. Storytelling, by bringing forth a 

view from the ‘wounded’ person’s perspective, can assist survivors ‘repair emotional and 

psychic damage’, in how we form ourselves in the aftermath of life-altering experiences 

(Frank 1995, p. 39). By ‘finding and building of voice’ survivors feel less alienated from 

their community and empowered as contributors to their society (Phelps 2011). 

 

The rationale behind post-conflict storytelling is that reflection on the past is necessary, even 

though it may be difficult and painful, because survivors’ stories ‘reaffirm to themselves and 

demonstrate to their audiences that they are strong and capable agents over their own lives, 
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and that they have moved from states of passive hopelessness to hopefulness and self-

reliance’ (Garretson 2015 p. 24). Storytelling, Garretson (p. 24) further argues, can serve as 

a cathartic process for the individual but also raise awareness of differing sides’ 

understanding of the traumatic experience. It thereby offers possibilities for reclamation of 

agency and empathic understandings or compromises that can potentially reconcile divided 

elements of a community or society, and help restore survivors and community (Simpson 

2007). 

 

However, there are always limits to storytelling’s usefulness. These relate to the complex 

nature of truth, memory, and narration, and raises questions about whose voice gets heard, 

whose story gets recognition, through what medium, in which context, and how does any 

form of reconciliation occur in the process of storytelling. Garretson (2015, p. 4) argues that 

sharing stories has little effect in situations of ‘widespread structural injustices’, where 

poverty and injustice continue to effect victim’s lives. Garretson (p. 25) refers to post-

genocide Rwanda, stating that ‘[t]elling one’s story cannot grant someone financial means or 

automatically empower her to know how to support herself economically.’ Lundy and 

McGovern (2001) also claim post-conflict storytelling practices can be problematic because 

of the complex and multi-layered nature of ‘dealing with the past’, especially when the 

narratives are multiple, and often challenges each other.  

 

This was the case with the Northern Ireland Peace Process when the storytelling was 

attempted but the post-storytelling has fractured and only intensified resentment. Phelps 
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(2011) proposes that merely allowing or encouraging storytelling is not enough. Phelps (p. 

x) argues that the nature of victimhood lies in the powerlessness to present, express and 

prove a wrong ‘either because of silencing, or because the wrong cannot be presented in the 

hegemonic language’. Therefore victims ‘must also be provided with a means of stating their 

harms if they are to be transformed from victims into participating citizens’. Phelps is 

referring to the struggle of Holocaust survivors to articulate their experience, but the 

problem of language in storytelling is still relevant today (Hackett & Rolston 2009). 

 

For the vast majority of modern storytelling projects, survivors report positive effects. Zieva 

Dauber Konvisser (2016), whose work concerns the transition of battlefield soldiers to 

civilian life, believes storytelling reconnects ‘the disconnect’ between the returned 

serviceman, civilian communities and society through storytelling. Drawing on her 

experience, Konvisser (p. 4) provides an elegant summation of the benefits of storytelling:  

Telling the stories of their lived experiences within a community can help veterans heal and 
move forward by gaining a better understanding of what has happened to them and 
discovering the meaning they take away from their experiences. In hearing their stories, 
families, friends, clinicians, counselors, employers, and communities gain valuable insights 
for helping veterans through and after the recovery process. In retelling their stories, we 
build public awareness of the impact of such traumas... 

 

 

Many veterans of war regard telling their stories as essential either in terms of their recovery 

and healing, to bear witness as a form of legacy, or to build public awareness of the impact 

of such trauma (Wilson et. al. 2009). The act of storytelling, according to Mamon, et. al. 

(2017) can be a therapeutic way to bridge the gap between returned servicemen and civilians, 
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for it ‘allows individuals to actively process their own histories and organizes their 

experiences into coherent narratives. Storytelling supports insight development and gives the 

speaker a greater sense of control over their experiences’ (p. 671). In Australia, projects such 

as the Department of Veteran Affairs ANZAC Portal, Veterans’ Stories (2012), collected 

individual veterans’ stories from World War II (1939-1945) to the Second Gulf War (2003-

2009) with the aim of providing ‘an insight into personal reflections on the individual’s 

experience of war …and the long term effects of the war on Australian society’. The project 

includes veterans reflecting on topics ranging from combat, specific battles, being ‘called 

up’ and coming home. Of the 32 stories contributed by Vietnam veterans, only one are from 

a Coral Balmoral veteran. The structure and time length of these interviews is vastly 

different to this research. Veterans’ Stories consists of short audio-visual clips, with each 

clip less than four minutes. The clips present a snapshot of a single experience or a summary 

of a whole experience rather than complete, detailed memory. In contrast, the military oral 

history interview method used in this research was without time constraints and invited a 

broader contextual life recollection and military experience. Coral veteran Neil Weeke’s 

interview in Veterans’ Stories consists of two short audio-visual clips totalling less than 

seven minutes. In the first clip Neil speaks in general terms about the battle, while in the 

second, he briefly recounts the NVA second attack on Fire Support Patrol Base Coral. This 

is significantly different to the 82 minute detailed, heartfelt oral history he recorded with me 

as part of this research. The outcome of the different styles is marked by this research’s long 

form military, guided life oral history interview method providing a greater sense of 

narrative control by the speaker leading to a deeper understanding of the experience itself. 
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A more personally focussed storytelling project can be found at the Brookfield Institute’s 

Central Quaboag Valley Veterans' Storytelling Project (2000) in the United States. This 

project concentrates on healing through storytelling. Their mission is ‘designed to help re-

shape the trauma of war into an experience of resilience and positive growth.’ The project is 

very much focused on healing through storytelling, which it does by reconnecting veterans 

with the community so that ‘they are less likely to commit suicide or to experience other 

debilitating effects of post-traumatic stress on their lives and the lives of their families’.  

 

Reports from Wilson et. al., (2009) indicate that projects that encourage veterans to narrate 

the stories of their lives before, during, and after their experiences, often create ‘a sense of 

meaning and purpose out of a difficult life experience’. Wilson et al explains the ‘power, 

meaning and value’ of a soldier’s first person story through the words of returned 

Afghanistan veteran (USA), former marine Tyler E. Boudreau (2008, p. 148), who writes: 

They say that war is hell, but I say it is the foyer to hell... I say coming home is hell, and hell 
ain’t got no coordinates. Hell is no place at all, so when you’re there, you’re lost. The 
narrative, that’s your chart, your own story. There are guys who come home and live fifty 
years without a narrative, fifty years lost... They live inside the narrative like a cell, and their 
only chance is to understand its dimensions... There is no single code to break. It’s ever 
changing. I don’t have a recipe, but there’s one thing I do know and that’s the power of the 
narrative. Put the story together. Understand the story. Ask questions of the story; make it 
answer you... You will find the answer. You keep building the narrative until the answer 
comes around.  

 

Boudreau reaches deep into the idea of story, suggesting that narrative coherence goes 

beyond the obvious simple telling of someone’s experience of events in time and place. 

Instead, he demonstrates how complex meanings within the narrative shift and change as a 

result of the story format.  Believing that veterans ‘sharing war stories is a part of the 
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process of reintegration into his community’ (p. 215) Boudreau maintains that questioning 

the trauma story enables veterans to better understand their experience in a way that may 

help them navigate from trauma to healing. Jane Hill (2005) examines the relationship 

between narrative and culture, and maintains that narratives are not merely a means of 

expressing the past, but are also imbued with cultural significance. She writes that 

narratives ‘somehow make public the covert underlying presuppositions that organise the 

worlds in which speakers live. The cultural knowledge that resides in these 

presuppositions is often so ‘transparent to speakers that it is unutterable.’ Wiest (2013, p. 

67) also argues that narratives are influenced by the cultural and social contexts in which 

we live and that  ‘cultural norms, values, and traditions influence what stories are told and 

why they are told, as well as what stories are not worth telling, and privilege particular 

stories over others. Stories are structured according to a pre-established, culturally defined 

formula and assessed according to how well they fit with this narrative blueprint.’ For the 

Coral Balmoral community, storytelling is negotiated through the interpretive prisms of the 

Anzac Legend and a post-war culturally constructed idea of the returned Vietnam Veteran. 

 

Australian national identity has, since the ‘noble defeat’ along the Turkish coastline at 

Gallipoli in 1916, been significantly drawn from its proud military history. Characteristics, 

born of egalitarianism and mutual support, include ‘great courage, endurance, initiative, 

discipline, and mateship’, (Australian War Memorial 2018). The Anzac ‘rejected 

unnecessary restrictions, possessed a sardonic sense of humour, was contemptuous of 

danger, and proved himself the equal of anyone on the battlefield (AWM 2018). The 
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writings of Australia’s official First World War historian Charles Bean (1924) helped define 

a culturally constructed identity of the Australian character. Bean’s immortalising 

descriptions include: 

What these men did, nothing can alter now. The good and the bad. The greatness and the 
smallness of their story. It rises, it always rises…above the mists of ages, a monument to 
great hearted men, and for their nation – a possession forever.  

 

Peter Cochrane (1990, p. 176) examined the relationship between the notion of Anzac, the 

returned soldier and Australian society, placing ideals of masculinity as a dominant value. 

He claims ‘a mystique was built up around the returning soldier: its persistent elaboration 

put a soldierly masculinity at the centre of the national ethos. Going away to fight became 

the apotheosis of citizenship and manhood.’ Stephen Garton (1996, p. 86) analyses the 

relationship between war and masculinity in Australia and argues that ‘war helped define 

Australian manhood through the Anzac’. Garton calls Charles Bean ‘the great propagator of 

Anzac ideals’ and cites the writings of Bean as laying the foundation of those characteristics, 

asserting that  ‘[f]or Bean the ‘fighting spirit’ of the Anzacs lay ‘in the mettle of the men 

themselves’, in their ‘idea of manhood’ and in the commitment not to ‘give way when his 

mates were trusting in his firmness’.  

 

These ideals were later inherited, re-imagined and expanded by returning soldiers of World 

War II. According to Alistair Thomson (1995, p. 188), over time the idea of the ‘Anzac 

character’ shifted slightly but its significance remained largely positive. Thomson also cites 

Charles Bean who wrote in 1943, ‘the new generation of Australian soldiers had re-
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established the “Anzac spirit of brotherhood and initiative” and offered renewed hope and 

vision for the post-war nation’. This tradition continued until the long war in Vietnam 

triggered generational scepticism of the relevance of Australia’s military traditions and its 

relationship to the national identity. Although Morgan Gallup polls indicate the Vietnam 

War began with national support, by 1968 the Vietnam War had divided the nation.  The 

advent of the television set brought the immediate and visual nature of the Vietnam War into 

the Australian lounge room. Daily, news media reports on the war showed increasingly 

disturbing images of jungle warfare. By 1968 the war was dragging on with no end in sight, 

and street protests in major Australian and overseas cities became part of the nightly news 

bulletin. Over time, the Vietnam War became contentious, tedious and unpopular, ultimately 

producing a narrative suggesting an uneasy relationship between the Anzac Legend, the 

returning Vietnam soldier and an Australian society unable to reconcile a gallant military 

history with the war in Vietnam and its soldiers. As a result, the Anzac Legend came under 

fire and by 1969 the Digger was ‘no longer a culturally secure symbol in Australian society’ 

(Cochrane 1990, p. 180).   

 

Coral Balmoral oral histories reveal the depth of feeling, disassociation and exclusion from 

Anzac history upon their return. Relying on the Coral Balmoral oral history interviews, 

Mason and Jones (2016, p. 115-116) summarise the Coral Balmoral returned soldier 

experience:  

The veterans’ shock at leaving a combat zone was exacerbated by the maelstrom of feelings 
generated by the anti-war movement in Australia. While the men had been aware of the 
protests regarding Australian involvement in Vietnam, they had not been aware of their scale 
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or intensity. One man, echoing similar sentiments expressed by the refugees, felt that ‘you 
just came home to a different world’ (Loxton 2007). Others struggled to negotiate the sudden 
change in status. They could not comprehend the lack of the traditional respect afforded to 
them as returned servicemen, and began strategies of hiding their time in Vietnam 
(Wilkinson 2007). On his return, Alan Loxton was walking home on the side of a busy road 
without a sidewalk when he was pelted with fruit. The men’s sense of disorientation and 
bewilderment on their return was marked, with ‘people leaning out their cars yelling and … 
there’s people abusing you and shaking their fists and all this sort of stuff, … and … [I was 
thinking] what have you come back to here (Loxton 2007).  
 
 

For Coral Balmoral veterans the indifference and lack of respect expressed by the broader 

Australian society equated to a lack of recognition for them in the Anzac tradition. Instead of 

being embedded at the centre of the Australian Anzac Legend, which celebrates ‘mateship’ 

and ‘gallantry’ as central attributes of Australian citizenship, the Coral Balmoral veterans 

were forced into bewildering silence.  

 

Further exacerbating this sense of dissonance, the Coral Balmoral veterans in the years 

following the war, also had to contend with the emergence of a post-war popular culture 

Vietnam veteran stereotype. Portrayed variously as psychologically shattered, bitter, victim, 

often homeless and drug-addicted, the Vietnam veteran stereotype became popularly 

accepted in both the United States and Australia (ANZAC Portal). Ideological clashes 

played out in a wave of media including films such as First Blood (1982) and The Deer 

Hunter (1979), where themes of readjustment were examined. These portrayals were far 

from the reality and there have been much written that interrogates these stereotypes, finding 

them erroneous.  Jerry Lembcke (1998) concludes that these stereotypes were largely 

mythical and agued that Hollywood, and popular culture generally, is at least partly to blame 

for the misunderstandings.  
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Figure 2.0 Still from The Deer Hunter (1979) depicting returned Vietnam War veteran as 
psychologically shattered (Universal Pictures). 

 

 

Figure 2.1 Still from First Blood (1982), depicting shunned returned Vietnam War veteran. (Orion 
Pictures) 
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Grey, Doyle and Pierce (1992) maintain that Australia imported and embraced the American 

experience of Vietnam, rearranging it as an Australian one. Directed by Tom Jeffrey, The 

Odd Angry Shot (1979) follows the experiences of an SAS reconnaissance team as they 

depart from Australia, experience Vietnam and return home. The story revolves around Bill, 

a knock-about Aussie bloke and his relationship with the older and wiser section corporal, 

Harry. Similar to films produced in the United States during this period, The Odd Angry 

Shot dealt with individual and group experiences told from a soldier’s perspective. In The 

Odd Angry Shot, the Australian Vietnam soldier is typically characterised by larrikinism 

traits and anti-establishment views. These characterisations echo Bean’s First World War 

Anzac Digger, whose character was previously cemented in earlier iconic Australian films 

such as Forty Thousand Horsemen (1940), and serve to draw a parallel between the 

Australian Vietnam soldier and the First World War ‘Digger’.  

 

While these films reinforce Bean’s soldierly ideal, the overwhelming theme is one of 

survival and returning home. However, the idea of examining the Australian soldiers’ 

experience in Australia and Vietnam was unsettling as Jeffreys was criticised for going 

against the then current political thought by not offering criticism of the Vietnam War, but 

instead examining the bonds of mateship and the returned soldier’s social and political 

milieu. The final scene in The Odd Angry Shot is most poignant, with Bill not reunited with 

the girl he left behind and who ultimately forsook him anyway, but rather the final scene is 

shared with mentor and father figure Harry. In the Manly Returned and Services League 

(RSL) club, they knowingly deny being ‘just back from Vietnam’ so as to not draw the ire of 
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the World War II veterans. Bill sarcastically acknowledges that ‘nothing has changed’ as 

they sip beer and slip quietly into complete companionship.  

 

 

Figure 2.2 Still from The Odd Angry Shot (1979), depicting Bill and Harry sharing a drink while 
reflecting on their experiences at the local Returned Soldier’s League club. (Samson Pictures). 
 

Although veterans acknowledge that there were instances when returned soldiers were 

treated badly, this was not the norm. The  veterans also indicate their dissatisfaction and 

frustration with these portrayals, with Coral veteran Robert Costello (2007) summing up 

those feelings in his oral history interview when he said these portrayals were 

‘bullshit…how can you fight that….after that I just thought I’d shut-up.’ However far from 

the reality, the pervasiveness and complexity of such stereotyping, coupled with how the 

Australian public and the veterans see agentic masculine heroism in war, compounded the 
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Coral Balmoral veterans’ sense of identity loss and apparent hopelessness in their inability 

to regain it. 

 

2.2 Oral History & Post-Conflict Storytelling   
 

Oral history is a widely recognised approach to post-conflict storytelling because it is 

concerned with recovering voices that might not otherwise be heard. Oral history supports 

advocacy and empowerment and understands that memory can be impacted by trauma. It has 

a social purpose and is an accessible form of history. Through oral history we are able to tell 

and hear stories about us that make sense of our past and our present while learning lessons 

for our future. Alessandro Portelli (1981, p. 99–100) describes ‘the peculiarities of oral 

history’ as revealing ‘not just what people did, but what they wanted to do, what they 

believed they were doing, and what they now think they did’. In this way oral histories can 

provide new ways of understanding the past, but can also tell us about the place and 

meaning of the event within the lives of the narrator over time. 

 

Oral history is also a form of history that makes sense to the non-historian and is accessible 

to all parts of the community. As a well-documented and established practice of recording, 

oral history is at its most fundamental, a conversation.  It is the act of ‘one individual telling 

an interested other their life story for purposes beyond the interview itself’ (Portelli 1979). 

The relevance and value of the recorded interview is the expression of the ‘human value’ 

and the significance of the lived event (Bennett 1983). Bennett’s idea of  ‘I remember’ 

reminds us of the personal viewpoint, the human value. 
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Oral history has the potential to empower narrators, giving marginalised groups and 

individuals an opportunity to feel heard, a chance to make sense of their experiences. This is 

evident in oral history projects such as Patricia Herbst 1992 oral history project with 

Cambodian women. Herbst (p. 149) reports that:  

The women felt empowered and in control when relating their stories. At the same time, with 
education, verbalization had cathartic benefits. The Oral History serves as a denunciation of 
their suffering and gives some positive meaning to their experiences as well as brings them 
together into a support network. Previously forgotten memories began to be uncovered as the 
traumatic experiences were relived within the context of the Oral History. Trust, acceptance, 
release of anger and the reforming of a supportive network developed through the use of this 
technique. 

 

My own experience with Coral Balmoral veterans revealed a similar experience. I found 

veterans recorded oral histories for a variety of reasons and almost always, after each 

interview the veteran expressed a sense of relief at being able to tell his story, being listened 

to, and remaining part of the shared control over their narrative. The trust between us, begun 

during the interview, rests on a conviction that their individual and collective story matters 

and that it will become part of the larger Australian Vietnam War narrative. It is important to 

note, however, that although oral historians report that the act of narrative can function to 

enable a sense of witness agency, oral history does not set out to heal or be therapeutic. 

According to Boulanger (Cave & Sloan 2012) oral history’s role is to ‘counter impersonal 

social science with personal narrative’.  

 

Mary Marshall Clark (2002) says that oral historians’ quest is teleological in nature, with 

‘serious social implications’. This theme is taken up by Cave and Sloan (2014) who argue 

that oral historians help communities to make sense of crisis and should ‘target their work in 
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a way that will provide future generations a clearer understanding’; in this instance post-

1960s Australia. The imperative is to assist those who experienced the traumatic conflict 

through effective therapeutic storytelling (Morie, Haynes & Chance 2010). 

 

2.3 Oral History Interviewing 
 
The interview is the cornerstone of oral history storytelling and forms the basis for 

oral history post-conflict storytelling. It is where memory is shared, listened and 

collected. Storytelling is an important part of individual and social recovery as 

storytelling helps facilitate and amplify the voices of those who are not being heard 

(Marshall Clark 2002). Since the 1970s, as oral history emerged as a legitimate 

academic form of research within the social sciences, there has been a growing body 

of literature discussing many aspects of oral history interviewing including field 

practice advice, ethical considerations, advances in technology, interview technique 

and interpretation.  

 

In particular, those who have influenced this research and practice in post-conflict 

interviewing include the work of Alessandro Portelli and Paul Thompson who both discuss 

the reliability of oral history as evidence.  Portelli and Thompson contend the distinctiveness 

of oral evidence comes from the nature of orality. Thompson (2009, p. 126) argues the 

spoken word is ‘a far more reliable and accurate account of an encounter than a purely 

written record’. He maintains the spoken word offers distinctive oral qualities such as 

empathy and humour, which provide ‘social clues, nuances of uncertainty or pretence, as 
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well as the texture of dialect’ (p. 126). Similarly, Portelli’s (1991, p. 45) dialogic approach 

to oral history recognises language as a bearer of meaning, ‘[t]he tone and volume range and 

the rhythm of popular speech carry implicit meaning and social connotations which are not 

reproducible in writing.’ Portelli (p. 49) also recognises that memory changes over time 

according to the narrator’s life experiences and situation. Memory is therefore ‘an active 

process of creation of meanings’ which makes oral history a method that enables both the 

recording of events, but also their meaning. In this way, Portelli also influenced fieldwork 

interviews as a vehicle for the exchange of cultural knowledge and wisdom (Marshall Clark 

2002, p. 90). Portelli’s work was extended by Alistair Thomson’s 1994 memory work with 

Australian First World War veterans, which revealed the way in which returned soldiers’ 

memory could challenge and complicate Australian national mythology. 

 

2.4 Shared Authority 
 
Oral history interviews rely not only on what people say but also on what the interviewer 

hears and then what the oral historian says, writes or presents (Portelli p. 23-45). Authorship 

can therefore be complicated in oral histories because people’s stories are not in a final form, 

but are shaped by the interaction between two people. Michael Frisch (1990, p. 6) questions 

‘the relation between interviewer and subject in the generating of such histories’, and argues 

there is a set of differences between interviewer and narrator that must be negotiated. The 

notion of shared authority, a term coined by Michael Frisch in his 1990 landmark work A 

Shared Authority: Essays on the Craft and Meaning of Oral and Public History, is 

concerned with the method and the ethics of oral history as a collaborative process. 
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Generating much debate in the oral history community, the idea of shared authority has 

grown to include not only issues of authority but also its limitations, including the ways in 

which interviewers negotiate with narrators especially when facing challenging issues such 

as emotions and language (Sitzia 2003, pp. 87-101). Portelli embraces these shaping 

influences reasoning that the interview process is an experiment in equality and is intrigued 

with how narratives emerge through a ‘dialogic approach’ (Portelli 2005, pp. 1-8). Portelli’s 

approach advocates that oral sources are co-created in an interview situation by the 

interviewer and the narrator in a consensual often-organic dialogic exchange.  

 

The collaborative and narrative nature of oral history reaffirm ideas about attribution, are 

relevant to the discussion of authorship and authority in oral histories. Oral history moves 

away from the notion of one author toward a notion of fluid, collaborative authority and 

authorship as neither the oral historian nor the interviewee take a dominant role in creating 

the final manuscript. Both, according to Portelli (2005), must equally contribute and accept 

attribution for the final narrative. Michael Frisch (1990) maintains that oral history content 

is encountered in forms and under conditions that influence the message(s) communicated. 

The way in which an oral history narrative is transcribed and edited ‘is a tribute to the 

creative complexity of oral narrative; that we must choose among them [editing choices] as 

we transcribe is a sign of the responsibilities we take upon ourselves as historians.’ 

Therefore editing an oral, history for publication or presentation requires ‘considerable 

attention’ as to how editorial choices affect the purpose(s) of the project, the meaning(s) of 

the narrative and how the user accesses the material (Portelli 2005, pp. 23-45). The most 
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recent stage of shared authority is now considered more about sharing authority throughout 

the whole process from project design to post-production (Starecheski 2017). 

 
 
2.5 Military Oral History 
 
Oral history has played an important role in military history dating back to the times of 

Herodotus (Hunt 2010). In a modern context, military oral history was developed 

extensively during World War II. It enables scholars and researchers a way in which to 

unravel the complexities of military and political events in a given time period. Oral history 

enables the voices of soldiers to be heard alongside those of generals and  ‘contain 

information not normally preserved in official documents’ (Everett 1992). Further, 

according to Everett, oral history is a means of ‘preserving the experience of past battles and 

of imparting that experience to young soldiers. Since World War II, oral history has become 

an increasingly critical adjunct to the more traditional sources of historical documentation’ 

(p.v.). Military oral histories supplement official written records with oral recollections that 

detail not only strategies and action, but also the personal and individual experiences, 

thoughts and emotions. It has become, increasingly since World War II, a valuable reflection 

of the wealth of experiences and perspectives fleshing out military events. So much so, that 

the West Point Center for Oral History, define the purpose of oral history: 

Oral history interviews preserve the perspective of the individual. The purpose of oral 
history, therefore, is to interview individuals in order to capture and preserve their spoken 
perspectives, judgments, and recollections. …oral history activities ‘are conducted to obtain 
historical information that may not otherwise be recorded. 

 

 



 52 

Oral history has the potential to enable all soldiers regardless of rank an opportunity to speak 

equally of their experiences, and part of my method for the Coral Balmoral Oral History and 

Documentary Project was to ensure a broad range of veterans’ perspectives by interviewing 

the lowest ranking regular soldier through to the highest. Interviewing across rank opens 

opportunities to challenge dominant histories. In this way, oral history can support self-

empowerment and resistance to injustice (Hackett and Rolston 2009, p. 1). As discussed, the 

Coral Balmoral veterans expressed feelings of injustice at their treatment upon return and 

their uncertain place in Anzac history. These wrongs were compounded by what they see as 

a flawed account of the battle in the official history written by Ian McNeill and Ashley 

Ekins (2003, pp. 347-381).3  In a clear case of ‘bottom-up’ history offering a counter-

narrative, the veterans have approached the Australian War Memorial to have the errors 

rectified. The veteran’s representation has been successful, as the Australian War Memorial 

has given an undertaking to revise that chapter prior to next print. Oral history interviews 

enabled the collection and synthesis of evidence. 

 

Injustice is only part of the reason veterans volunteered their story though some veterans 

recorded their story to leave a legacy for their family, others felt they ‘owed it to their unit’ 

to have their history preserved, while others still felt that voicing their experience would 

help them comprehend their experience. Many veterans indicated to me that they felt a sense 

                                                
3	Various	facts	relating	to	positions,	times	and	personnel	published	in	On	the	Offensive:	The	Official	
History	of	Australia’s	Involvement	in	Southeast	Asian	Conflicts	1948-1975	have	been	disputed	by	veterans	
who	now	call	on	the	Australian	War	Memorial	to	correct	the	chapter	pertaining	to	the	Battle	of	Coral	
Balmoral.	Some	of	these	errors	have	been	the	subject	of	Mark	Jamieson’s	unpublished	Honours	thesis	
(University	of	Wollongong,	2014)	which,	based	on	veteran	oral	history,	challenges	the	official	account,	
corrects	omissions	and	facts.	
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of personal empowerment through the experience of telling their story, often for the first 

time, and having it recorded as part of an oral history collection. 

 

2.6 Military and Life History Interview Methodology 
 
The 150 audio-visual oral history interviews, previously recorded with the Coral Balmoral 

veterans for the documentary film, provide the foundation for this research and Interactive 

Oral History Documentary 26 Days: the Battle of Coral Balmoral. This hybrid military and 

life history approach was designed specifically for interviewing war veterans and is 

informed by Stephen Everett’s (1992) Oral History Techniques and Procedures, and a life 

history interview approach drawn from the work of Alessandro Portelli and Alistair 

Thomson. It is this synthesis of military and life history interviews that enables the unique 

OHID. 

 

The military oral history technique developed by Everett’s method allows a non-military 

interviewer to structure a set of questions that enable a military history interview with some 

authority. Developed during the mid-1980s, this methodology is used by the US Army 

Centre of Military History for oral history interviews with returned servicemen and women. 

It provides a useful framework from which to conduct audio/visual oral history interviews as 

Everett’s methodology draws from and builds on contributions from predecessors including 

Lieutenant Colonel S.  L.  A. Marshall, author and originator of the post-combat group interview 

technique (Shrader 1987) and Stephen E. Ambrose’s ‘rank and file’ consistency in collecting 

combat or battle information (Horowitz 1995, p. 617).  
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This interview method also provides for comparison between veterans’ accounts, the 

importance of which Alessandro Portelli attests in his examination of the death of union 

worker Luigi Trastulli. In this book, The Death of Luigi Trastulli and Other Stories: Form 

and Meaning in Oral History (1991), Portelli draws attention to the value of not only 

verifiable comparable evidence, but also to the ‘falsity’ in oral narratives. According to 

Portelli, revealing ‘discrepancy between fact and memory’ shows us that ‘remembering may 

be less about events than their meaning’. He embraces inconsistencies of memory, seeing it 

as a strength rather than a weakness because ‘errors, inventions, and myths lead us through 

and beyond facts to their meanings’ (Portelli 1981, p. 2). In particular, according to Nyhan 

and Flinn (2016, p. 28), the failures of memory open opportunities for ‘understanding of 

how individuals make sense of the past in the present, and how their personal experiences 

and memories are constructed via the intersection and interaction with society, culture and 

ideology.’  

 

Sturkin’s work on cultural memory and representational problems of the US Vietnam War 

experience found that making sense of the contradictions in the narratives provided meaning 

of the war itself that not only disrupted national ‘master narratives’ that followed the 

veterans back into their lives, but the differences of opinion among the veterans themselves 

has had a significant effect on how the war has been presented (Sturken 1997). She 

maintains the disruptive traumatic experiences and problematic representations of Vietnam 

contribute to reconceptualising memory as a struggle for meaning rather than a search for 

truth (Olick 1997). While recognising that memory of returned soldiers is often shaped by 
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trauma, rank, geographical location and hegemonic memory within unit sub-groups, the 

Coral Balmoral oral histories revealed competing and false narratives, a number of which 

still exist today. The variation of events in the veterans’ recollections complicate the telling 

of the story, supporting the problematic nature of a single narrative telling, while also 

revealing how the veterans and different sub-groups of veterans assign meaning to different 

battle events and the effect of these events in their lives.  

 

Acting jointly with Everett’s method is the second part of my interview methodology, a life 

history interview technique. This technique is the most applied approach to oral history 

interviewing and has broad interdisciplinary applications.  A life history approach also deals 

with marginalised or silenced groups, but places emphasis on getting a reasonably ‘whole 

picture’ of the person’s life, and how this person has experienced and negotiated multiple 

forms of change over time (Atkinson 2002, p. 123). These forms of change may be at ‘a 

personal level or relating to major moments in the trajectory of a community, institution or a 

country’ (Field 2006, p. 40). According to Thomson (2016, p. 268), a life history approach 

follows ‘the contours of a person’s life and the priorities of the narrator, with the interviewer 

gently probing and stretching the account for added detail, depth, and complexity.’ In this 

way, the focus is not confined to a particular topic, instead embracing the sometimes smaller, 

intimate stories. For this reason, a life history approach is a qualitative research method for 

gathering information on the subjective essence of one person's entire life that is transferable 

across disciplines. It has been used to explore tensions between individual and collective 

forms of memory.  
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Leydesdorff (2017, p. 12-13) points out the advantages of a life-story approach ‘[in that it] 

allows room for contradiction, a holistic richness, and complexity. It gives the opportunity to 

explore the relation between personal and collective experience, by focussing on 

remembering and forgetting as cultural processes. It also offers a means of making sense and 

interpreting the experience of marginalized peoples and forgotten histories’. In the context 

of this research the life story approach provided an opportunity for the Coral Balmoral 

veterans to tell stories of their lives before and after the Battle of Coral Balmoral. Thomson 

employed the life history approach in ANZAC Memories (1999), providing an exemplar in 

this approach for the Coral Balmoral interviews. Thomson reasons that this method allows 

the interview to include not only the experience of a war event but also the veteran’s life 

pre-event and after event, thus providing insight into experience and feelings over time. This 

affords insight into such topics as repatriation, effects of post-war lives, family, post-

traumatic stress, sense of place in history and relationship to the Anzac myth. I have found 

life-story interviewing to be a powerful and profound means for exploring the emotional 

aspects of people’s lives.  

 

Interviewers also need to be culturally aware when undertaking oral history projects 

(Thomson 2006). This means being ‘sensitive to the relational and communicative patterns 

of particular subcultures as defined by gender, class and ethnicity, region, sexuality, 

disability and age’ (Thomson 2006, p. 583). My introduction to the importance of being 

culturally aware occurred early in my career when conducting interviews with World War II 

veterans of the Battle of Milne Bay 1942. The veterans were then aged in their eighties. 
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During the interviews I became aware these elderly Australian men were politely skipping 

over details of this very bloody battle. No matter how I asked the question, none of the 18 

veterans would fully answer. I rationalised this was most likely due to trauma or faded 

memory. It only occurred to me that the veterans’ avoidance could be cultural when one of 

the veterans replied to my questioning with, ‘a young lady like you doesn’t need to know 

things like that’ (Bidstrom 2004). My gender and age were clearly an issue with this group, 

because of the veterans’ generational norms and expectations. Consequently, they choose to 

‘protect’ me from the horrors they had experienced. 

 

Informed by this experience, I was aware that age, gender and social experiences and 

expectations play a role in an oral history interview. When I commenced the Coral Balmoral 

oral history interviews, I was a little older and the veterans a little younger, so the age and 

generational difference was not as great as with the Milne Bay veterans. I also had the 

benefit of limited insight into the Vietnam soldier experience as an observer of my cousin 

Barry’s national service. With Everett’s methodology, I felt comfortable that I would be able 

to communicate effectively with the veterans. It was by merging the military oral history 

with the life oral history approach that I was able to create the OHID framework that would 

allow me to structure a response to the effects of traumatic memories of war.  

 
 
2.7 War Memory & Trauma  

 
I was also more aware that for returned soldiers, traumatic experiences and its consequences 

are often the centre of their life stories (Leydesdorff, 2017). Understanding the effects of 
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trauma upon life storytelling is an important topic of discussion in oral history scholarship 

with critical reflection incorporating debate and ideas from across social science, medicine 

and psychology. Cultural or ‘collective’ memory has been a prime topic in oral history 

scholarship with much written on the relationship between memory and identity and how 

trauma affects memory. Trauma is difficult to define, as it is not a singular concept. Rather it 

has evolved from its original Greek definition of ‘traumatiso’, meaning to wound in a bodily 

sense, to a broader definition that encompasses ‘psychological and social reference’ 

(Leydesdorff, 2017). Trauma can be understood from a social science perspective as a life 

altering and profoundly distressing memory, that reappears at times that the rememberer 

cannot control (Alexander 2004). 

 

American sociologist Kai T. Erikson (1994, p. 153-54) writing on trauma and its social 

meaning considers the traumatic effects on the self when ostracised from one’s own 

community, which is a similar situation experienced by the Coral Balmoral veterans. 

Erikson states that:  

By collective trauma, on the other hand, I mean a blow to the basic tissue of social life that 
damages the bonds attaching people together and impairs the prevailing sense of 
communality. The collective trauma works it’s way slowly and even insidiously into the 
awareness of those who suffer from it, so it does not have the quality of suddenness normally 
associated with ‘trauma’. But as it is a shock all the same, a gradual realisation that the 
community no longer exists as an effective source of support and that an important part of 
the self has disappeared… ‘We’ no longer exist as a connected pair or as linked cells in a 
large communal body.  

 

Erikson’s work, according to Leydesdorff (2017, p. 4), also argues that trauma may not be 

one discreet event but could also be considered a collection of life experiences, ‘trauma may 
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arise not only from an acute event but also from a persisting social condition’. Jeffrey C. 

Alexander (2004, p. 1), extends the work of Erickson by adopting a sociological approach to 

trauma and argues that trauma is a cultural process, where meanings ‘provide the sense of 

shock and fear, not the events themselves.’ According to Alexander, ‘cultural trauma occurs 

when members of a collectivity feel they have been subjected to a horrendous event that 

leaves indelible marks upon their group consciousness, marking their memories forever and 

changing their future identity in fundamental and irrevocable ways’ (p. 3). For the Coral 

Balmoral veterans, the loss of the Anzac status compounded their horrifying experiences on 

the battlefield. This former loss, as previously discussed, was framed by a sense that society 

was against them. 

 

This kind of ‘structural trauma’, in which the social context of the remembrance is seen to 

be at blame, is a key narrative in the Coral Balmoral story. It is exemplified most powerfully 

perhaps in my interview with veteran Gary Cairncross (2007). Gary expresses the change 

within him upon return from Vietnam by recounting an ordinary, unremarkable domestic 

situation. Yet, the story is remarkable in the profound sense of relief and gratitude Gary felt 

with his father’s acceptance of him in the family as a returned soldier. Forty years after this 

simple exchange, Gary is still emotional as he recalls the depth of feeling this acceptance 

meant at the family level. It affirmed his identity within the family unit.  But this is not the 

case for Garry in the public sphere, where the difference in acceptance is at its most acute. In 

this sphere, Gary expresses a sense of alienation and hopelessness manifested through the 

accumulation of his on-going mental and physical conditions. 
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Gary:   I think I had changed….I was completely unsettled. I didn’t want to do 
anything. I had been drinking on a regular basis over there.  Now it 
became a daily habit. I am going to use a bit of language in a minute. 
But I was told by my brother on the first night… my parents and my 
two brothers were at home and we had dinner. Mum had especially 
gone and got some great big steaks and all I wanted was a drink and a 
nice big steak and all the vegies and I said to my brothers ‘pass the 
fuckin’ salt and pepper’. And I was told later that the family just 
stopped and they passed the salt and pepper. This was told by my 
brother ….and my father said ‘my son’s home’. And now they’re gone.  
Can we stop? 

 

(Recording is stopped while Gary re-composes himself. Recording resumes) 

Leonie:             Are you OK? 

Gary:                Yeah. 

Leonie:             Do you need a few seconds….? 

 

   Gary:  I lasted six months in the job, which I’d had for years prior. I left and 
got another job as a higher position and I left there six months after that. 
And I got married in the mean time. I got married in 1970. But things 
had started to creep up a little bit. I had irritable bowel. I had drinking 
problems. Smoking problems ….and sleep problems. And it was 
becoming a little bit of a problem. But that’s… that continued right 
throughout my life now. But I …I became very right wing. Objected to 
the people who objected. And I …noticed when I was going for my 
discharge that people would look at you on the train because you were 
in uniform and you had your ribbons on. So it became…you know it 
…you had that sense of… people looking at you to say something but 
not.  

 

Leonie:            And how are you now?  

   Gary: Nerves are buggered… I tried to take my life …August of 2006. I had 
been fed up with life so I took an overdose. I spent four weeks in 
hospital. I see the pysch every two months now. 
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Leonie:           And that help? 

  Gary:  Oh yeah. My wife had to go and see them. I was hospitalised. I take                                           
quite a few tablets.  I sort of keep myself occupied.   

 

Arguably, the trauma for Gary is the sense of fear and disassociation, not with the events 

themselves, but the effect of a sociocultural process. These narratives are not uncommon in 

returned soldier narratives. Thomson (2015) found this to be the case in his re-examination 

of the life story of Australian World War One veteran Fred Farrell. Thomson (2006, p. 213) 

had previously examined Fred’s expectations as a returned soldier against public memory, 

particularly the Anzac Legend and found Fred ‘struggled to relate his own war memories to 

the powerful national collective memory of Australians at war’. More recently, Thomson re-

examined Fred’s life story against his newly available medical documents, and found in 

Fred’s memories a sense of persecution that Fred blamed on post-war social expectations of 

veteran health requirements.  

  

While this research recognises the effects of trauma in the Coral Balmoral veteran 

community, it should be noted that oral historians are not therapists and this project was not 

a psychological study of trauma nor purported to be a panacea. Thomson (1999, p. 237) 

reminds us the welfare of the interviewee comes first and there is a need to be aware that 

interviewing, which sometimes approaches a therapeutic relationship, can be rewarding for 

the interviewer, but can also be damaging for the interviewee. Nevertheless, feedback from 

some Coral Balmoral veterans post-interview, reported that they found the interview process 
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cathartic, with some acknowledging a sense of relief in telling their story (Jones, 2007, 

personal communication,). 

 

Dealing with stories of trauma became a significant part of my own experience, while 

conducting 150 Coral Balmoral veteran interviews over a two-year period. The effects of 

oral history on the interviewer, particularly when traumatic events are the focus, is a 

relatively recent discussion, with the first debates appearing in the mid to late 1990s. Valerie 

Yow (2006) maintains that listening to many traumatic experiences, especially those 

involving violence does cause emotional effects on the interviewer. Oral historians working 

with individuals and communities who have experienced trauma can take on ‘secondary 

trauma’, as observed by Mary Marshall Clark (cited in Ritchie 2011) with interviewers 

working with survivors of the September 11 attacks in New York. Marshall Clark says 

interviewers ‘needed more of an outlet for the trauma they were accumulating’ and that 

symptoms such as lack of sleep and taking on the physical symptoms of the victims 

indicated acute stress. Marshall-Clark then engaged a psychologist working in trauma to 

speak with not only the interviewers, but also the narrators, an action she attests, was 

successful.  

 

At times the Coral Balmoral interviews became deeply emotional for narrators and myself. 

During interview, veterans would sometimes break down and request the interview stop 

until they could compose themselves, and despite my best efforts to remain stoic, at times 

the interview also affected me. On two occasions I too broke down into tears. The first 
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occasion when interviewing one of the Battalion Chaplains, Catholic priest Father John 

Tinkler. Father Tinkler is a well-respected and loved Battalion priest. He attends reunions, 

presides over funerals and offers counselling in a very Australian ‘blokey’4 kind of way. I 

met ‘Tink’ at a 1RAR Coral reunion prior to our interview and found him to be just ‘one of 

the guys’ as he was easy to talk to, quick with a risqué joke and, I believe, very trustworthy. 

One of his duties was to write to the parents of the young men who had been killed at Fire 

Support Base Coral and his response on how he penned those letters struck a particularly 

emotional chord within me and I broke down into tears.  

 

Perhaps as a mother of two sons the same age these men were when they died, my empathy 

was too close. Perhaps I was more vulnerable as my detached interviewer guard may have 

been down due to my like and trust of Tink influenced by being brought up in a Catholic 

household. Perhaps my political views were piqued and I was angered with the conscription 

system. It was probably all of these. I still find it very difficult to watch the interview with 

Father Tinkler, as is the case with some of the other interviews. Alan Parr’s interview still 

causes me an emotional reaction.  Alan ‘Jack’ Parr was a national serviceman who joined 

the mortar platoon as a signalman (mortar platoon radio operator) just before leaving for Fire 

Support Patrol Base Coral. He was a schoolteacher from Rockhampton. He was with Tony 

Jensen, commander of the mortar platoon, when the mortar position was over-run during the 

first night attack, leaving most of the mortar platoon dead or wounded. Tony and Jack 

                                                
4 Bloke is a slang term widely used in Australia to describe a common man. In Australia, a bloke is a 
unique masculine archetype associated with the country's national identity.  
	



 64 

fought close action all night while calling in strikes on their own position. Jack broke down 

during the interview when recalling his relief upon seeing the American ‘spooky’ aircraft 

sweep low, firing at the enemy and the pilot talking to him on radio. It is a deeply emotional 

experience for Jack who maintains, ‘[n]o-one should’ve survived that night … we all 

should’ve been killed’ (Parr 2007). This emotional experience shared with Alan Parr 

developed into a strong interpersonal relationship. The bond we shared remained, and grew 

into a firm friendship as we worked together on various other projects relating to enabling 

Coral Balmoral veteran’s voice, specifically the submission for the Award of a Unit Citation 

for Gallantry and the surrounding media campaign. 

 

2.8 Veterans’ Documentary Voice  

Forming interpersonal relationships can be both a negative and positive experience. Yow 

(2015) maintains that relationships formed during interviews can result in unconscious bias 

favouring one interviewee over another or, in Kathleen Ryan’s case, her feelings of betrayal 

and guilt for not including the interview of a participant to whom she had grown close (Ryan 

2015). Ryan reports that she was acutely aware of her personal relationship with the 

interviewees and the fragility of that relationship. While she maintains her treatment of the 

interviewees was ethical and inclusive, noting that all of the 52 narrators informed her 

research and analysis, most were not featured in the documentary.  

 

This was also my experience with the Coral Balmoral veterans. With a cohort of 150 

interviews it was impossible to include all in a one-hour documentary, as the narrative 
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would become fragmented and incoherent. I also found I liked some veterans more than 

others, probably because I was able to know them better as most of these men formed a key 

advisory group whose advice and interviews ultimately formed the foundation of the 

documentary. Many in this group also held mid-level rank during 1968, which placed them 

on the front-line and often in decision-making roles. Although I relied on all interviews to 

form the overall story, I found the advisory group memory and the articulation of their 

memories to be particularly suitable for television documentary storytelling. However as 

discussed in Chapter One, the constraints of the medium necessitated the selection of only a 

few veterans, as representative of all veterans. This is not to say that only the advisory group 

veterans were featured, as others were also included. That said, certainly the working group 

of veterans featured more prominently, perhaps giving some credibility to Andy Forsdike’s 

earlier (Chapter One) accusation of bias.  

 

Approaching the inclusion of diverse voice proved to be difficult across the group of 

veterans. While conducting interviews veterans would sometimes volunteer advice about 

whom I should interview. This advice generally ranged from ‘must speak to him, he can tell 

you what happened’ to who I shouldn’t, ‘don’t speak to him, he’s got nothing to add’. I 

didn’t take notice of this latter advice as exclusion is not part of oral history practice, but it 

did serve to alert me to the possibility of multiple tensions within the veterans’ narratives, 

further highlighting the complexities of this complicated story. Paradoxically, the richness of 

the multiple narratives increased the number of available storylines, thus contributing to the 

already overburdened constraints of working within the television broadcast medium.  
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Consequently, these constraints resulted in representation and authenticity tensions, which in 

a linear documentary film inevitably raises the issue of authorship.   

 

In documentary film, facts, evidence and trustworthiness are the foundation of documentary 

vocabulary and function as a ‘belief’ contract with the viewer. This places authenticity, 

evidence and objectivity central to the language of documentary. Bill Nichols' notion of 

documentary voice has been leading academic discussion since the early 1980s. He writes 

extensively about the uniqueness of voice in documentary, which he says emanates from the 

filmmaker’s combination of all the available ‘forms and modes, techniques and styles,’ with 

each component functioning to address the audience explicitly and/or implicitly (Nichols 

2010, pp. 94-96). Nichols (p. 18) explains documentary voice as: 

Something narrower than style: that which conveys to us a sense of a text’s 
social point of view … voice is not restricted to any one code or feature, such as 
dialogue or spoken commentary. Voice is perhaps akin to that intangible moiré-like pattern 
formed by the unique interaction of all a film’s codes and it applies to all modes of 
documentary.  

 

Nichols reasons that specific ‘modes of voice’ or how voice of the documentary speaks to us, 

have emerged since early documentary maker and theorist John Grierson envisioned a social 

purpose for documentary in the 1930s. Nichols explains these modes of documentary as 

Expository, Poetic, Observational, Participatory, Reflexive and Performative. For Nichols, 

documentary voice is an intentionally constructed and mediated narrative designed to 

convince audiences of the authenticity of a particular representation of the world (Nichols 

2010).  
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2.9 Authorship and Interactive Documentary 
 

The concepts of choice and control over the narrative discourse, considered the documentary 

filmmaker’s domain, are raised by Castells (2013, p. 14) who reminds us that ‘ [i]n 

traditional documentaries, the author’s ability to influence the audience is taken for granted, 

and this influence is exercised through filming and the discursive structure coordinated via 

editing and staging’. Castells (p. 40) argues that interactive documentary subverts this idea 

with equal power delivered to the user, ‘[t]he traditional narrative is linear and the discourse 

order cannot be changed, whereas with the interactive field, this order can be affected and 

modified’. For example, linear documentary most often delivers story using a classical 

narrative strategy. This means the story is divided into three acts, taking the audience from a 

commencing point  (A) to a final completion point (B). The narrative pattern follows a pre-

determined cause-effect relationship in which research is mediated through story to fulfil the 

primary purpose of the author/director within a pre-determined time limit often dictated by 

broadcasters. This AB controlled style of discourse limits audience choice and enables an 

authorial voice.  

 

Conversely, interactive documentary commences from a position proposed by the 

author/director or a collaborative community (or perhaps alternative entrance points). From 

this position the user then encounters and chooses alternative paths depending on the desired 

storytelling pathways. Accessing through database structures, central to computer culture, 

enables the participant to freely discover and construct pathways and narratives without pre-

determined time limits (Castells 2013). Consequently, the documentary event is not just 
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about experiencing a single discourse and pre-determined outcomes, but engaging in 

different developments over time, therefore offering passageways to deeper understanding. 

Aston and Gaudenzi with Rose and Scott-Stevenson, authors of the well-know interactive 

documentary web site, i-Docs, provide an encompassing explanation of interactive 

documentary, which is useful as it intersects the ideas of interactivity, documentary 

storytelling and meaning making to which Castells (2013) refers: 

What unites all these projects is the intersection between digital interactive technology and 
documentary practice. Where these two things come together, the audience become active 
agents within documentary – making the work unfold through their interaction and often 
contributing content. If documentary is about telling stories about our shared world; we are 
interested in what happens as the audience get more closely involved in this way. At the 
heart of i-docs is the question; what opportunities emerge as documentary becomes 
something that is co-created? 

 

 

Interactive documentary, also called i-docs, webdocs, web documentary and interactive 

factuals, is an achievement of new technology created with Web 2.0 internet development5 

and depends on convergence, which combines digital content and the networking abilities of 

the Internet in a computer environment. Henry Jenkins (2006) maintains that convergence is 

‘the flow of content across multiple media platforms, the cooperation between multiple 

media industries, and the migratory behaviour of media audiences who would go almost 

anywhere in search of the kinds of entertainment experiences they wanted.’  For creative 

artists seeking new ways to tell stories, the possibilities afforded by convergence within a 

Web 2.0 environment opens opportunities through new media to create innovative pathways 

                                                
5 According to techopedia.com, Web 2.0 is the term given to describe a second generation of the World 
Wide Web that is focused on the ability for people to collaborate and share information online.  
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to storytelling and greater reach to audiences, who also have the opportunity to become part 

of the storytelling process. This is the opportunity of interactive documentary.  

 

Early research tended to analyse interactive documentary as a ‘evolution of the documentary 

form’ (Scott-Stevenson 2011, p. 181), while other scholars, such as Handler Miller (2004), 

placed emphasis on interactive documentaries being used to display audiovisual material in 

new ways. Galloway, McAlpine, and Harris (2007, p. 336) argue ‘interactive documentary 

should not be viewed as a replacement to documentary, but as a valid, additional creative 

form for allowing people to explore and contribute to understanding our world’.	 Kate Nash 

(2012, p. 196) offers her understanding of interactive documentary and relationship to 

documentary to mean a body of documentary work that is both multi-media and interactive 

and spreads through the Internet: ‘Often called webdocs, they consciously position 

themselves as documentary re-mediated for the internet age. Like traditional documentary, 

even a cursory glance at the webdoc reveals a diversity of styles and approaches. 

Interactivity in some form, however, is a constant’. Galloway, et al (2007) also situate 

interactivity as the defining factor of interactive documentary defining it as any documentary 

that uses interactivity as a core part of its delivery mechanism’, and concluding that 

interaction involves a ‘human computer interface, going beyond the act of interpretation to 

create feedback loops with the digital system itself’ (p. 331). Such a framing indicates the 

user actively engages with the material by taking control of the narrative thus determining 

how the story unfolds.  
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As a creative artist working in the Australian media industry, my understanding of i-docs is 

also informed by how the governing industry body in Australia, Screen Australia, defines 

interactive documentary.  Screen Australia is the Australian Government body that funds the 

development, production and marketing of Australian screen content and has for many years 

supported the development of internet-based productions. Debra Beattie’s web documentary 

The Wrong Crowd (2004) was one of the first projects to be funded and developed for new 

media platform distribution through Screen Australia, then known as the Australian Film 

Commission. Beattie’s work is an early exploration of online storytelling using ‘different 

types of media in digital presentation’, focusing on allowing the user to explore an online 

environment. In her work Beattie expresses ideas about ‘power and voice and the legitimised 

expression of those ideas so that moral truths are acknowledged and upheld’ (p. 7). This 

early form of creative practice is a precursor for new online developments and points the 

way forward for interactive documentary projects including this research, which also seeks 

authentic expression of unheard voices. Screen Australia’s definition of interactive 

documentary draws from many of the concepts current in the interactive documentary field 

and can be summarised as multimedia projects that: 

1. interpret actuality,  

2. are distributed via the Internet,  

3. are visual in style although engage with all types of media assets, and  

4. allow for autonomous user navigation and participation.  

 

Importantly, Screen Australia (2017) articulates, ‘[i]nteractive documentaries are 



 71 

distinguished from online archives or databases by the interpolation of media assets within 

an overarching narrative or point of view’. This distinction draws attention to interactive 

documentary’s relationship with documentary voice and social purpose, thereby 

strengthening Nash’s (2012, p. 196) view of interactive documentary as ‘documentary re-

mediated for the internet age’. As previously discussed, documentary utilises all ‘forms and 

modes, techniques and styles,’ available to the filmmaker to present an argument in an effort 

to persuade or convince an audience of a particular point of view. According to Nichols 

(2010, p. 43) ‘[t]he voice of documentary is the specific way in which an argument or 

perspective is expressed’, therefore the narrative is edited to build sequences that explain the 

relationship ‘between the initial and final states’ (Nash 2012, p. 205).  

 

Conversely databases and archives are not intended nor designed to provide an overall 

narrative of events and therefore there is no narrative relationship between the content. 

Digital oral history databases are collections of primary sources, typically audio and or video 

files, which are organised, indexed, annotated, key word tagged and often summarised with 

matching timed segments according to the oral historian’s chosen thematic topics. The 

Australian Generations Oral History Project  (Monash University, 2015) led by Alistair 

Thomson is one recent example. This project archived life history interviews with ‘three 

hundred Australian residents, comprising about fifty interviews with people born in each 

decade from the 1930s to the 1980s’, in order to ‘capture the life stories of “ordinary 

Australians,”’(Thomson 2016, p. 295).   
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Additionally, documentary film also has the capacity to reach large audiences and ask 

people, for at least a short time, to invest in a particular narrative, while one of the 

challenges for oral history is that oral history archives have not traditionally been 

particularly accessible or presentable to a general audience.   (2008, p. 223) observes that 

‘[t]he Deep Dark Secret of oral history is that nobody spends much time listening to or 

watching recorded and collected interview documents.’ The absence of story and context 

could lessen the appeal for audiences to engage with the content.  

 

Alternatively, interactive documentary as a hybrid media form of documentary, bridges the 

divide between academic and popular audience by borrowing from multiple creative 

disciplines for the purpose of putting multiple points of view forward. In terms of this 

research, the distinction made by Screen Australia speaks to the interdisciplinary nature of 

oral history and the function of oral history within the Oral History Interactive Documentary 

creative strategy; it is not only a database, but part of a wider storytelling framework that 

attempts to reimagine how factual stories are presented. 

 

The ability to reimagine how factual stories are presented is part of an ongoing discussion 

with documentary filmmakers. Documentary filmmaker Sue Maslin (2012) maintains that 

the concept of documentary has evolved with the emergence of online documentary 

storytelling and filmmakers need to change how they think about producing documentary 

stories. Maslin (2012) provides insight into what interactive documentary means for 

documentary filmmakers by drawing attention to the relationship between the filmmaker, 
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content and rhetorical intent:  

 …it fundamentally changes the way you go about putting together the arguments or content 
for documentary. Once you move away from the idea of linear presentation, it shifts things 
on a very profound level. Firstly it shifts the idea of the primacy of a single argument into 
the idea of multiplicity of arguments… it allows you to bring in and make use of the vast 
research materials. Particularly primary materials that are by and large filtered down in linear 
media to the absolute tip of the iceberg and then the vast bulk ends up sitting in the archive 
room… This (online documentary) turns that on its head... it means that you’re thinking 
about how to arrange that material and more importantly access to that material for your 
audience and users. So that they cannot only see, read, hear but they can be engaged at a 
critical level with the arguments that might sit in that content…    

 

Maslin’s point is that digital online technologies have transformed the way in which 

documentary makers are able to make and tell stories, opening up the possibility for new 

meaning to occur. Looking more closely at Nash and Maslin’s understanding through my 

own lens as an oral history informed documentary filmmaker, I question what interactive 

documentary means to me in terms of the Battle of Coral Balmoral story. How does 

interactive documentary enable me to tell the Coral Balmoral story and what are processes 

are involved?  

 

The idea of how documentary voice speaks to us marks the point of evolution from 

traditional to interactive documentary. Maslin (2012), Nash (2012), Castells (2013) and 

Aston (2016) agree that interactivity shifts the ‘primacy of a single argument into the idea of 

a multiplicity of arguments’ (Maslin 2012). Mandy Rose (2013) believes this is afforded 

through the availability and greater use of digitized research material. The possibilities of 

creating new meaning open considerably with a greater pool of newly available content, as 

more and varied speakers presenting alternative perspectives with previously under-utilised 
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evidentiary documentation become available. However, the inclusion of such affordances 

also poses the question as to how these speakers and potentially vast array of content might 

be arranged in the project and how it is situated in relation to other content. The arrangement 

of content is further complicated by how the user accesses it navigationally raising questions 

about pathways the user needs to take to get to specific content. Access also includes the 

way in which the user engages with the argument that sits in the content, referring to the 

sensory and cognitive process in which the user watches the content, reads the content, hears 

the content or engages in debate with the content.  

 

Fundamentally, this means the concept of voice in interactive documentary occurs through a 

negotiated and performed relationship between author(s), content and user. Drawing from 

the social science, interaction is performative in the sense that it intersects nonhuman agency 

with human agency (Pickering 1996). This means, at a basic level, the user must move the 

mouse to engage in the virtual world and to make choices for meaning to occur (Aston & 

Gaudenzi eds. 2012). By this action ‘machines, instruments, facts, theories, conceptual and 

mathematical structures, disciplined practices, and human beings are in constantly shifting 

relationships with one another and are ‘mangled’ together in unforeseeable ways that are 

shaped by the contingencies of culture, time, and place.’ (Pickering 1996). The act is 

‘negotiated’ because the user is able to choose how to move through the i-doc in a 

negotiated space according to, and within the parameters of the database and navigational 

functions. The database material has been arranged according to pre-existing rhetorical 

intentions consistent with documentary purpose. As Screen Australia (2017) reminds us, the 
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difference between a database and an i-doc is the intention of documentary, to present a 

point of view or perspective(s) through storytelling. The question as to how content might be 

arranged in a project and how it is situated in relation to other content, or linked, points to 

the significance of the database within an interactive environment, as its very existence 

within interactivity challenges the concept of authorship by opening pluralistic and 

unpredictable readings (Cohen 2012). 

 

Technological coherence from afforded fragmentation is for Dovey and Rose (2013, p. 15) a 

reconceptualising of the notion of author as curator and designer, ‘[f]rom the points of view 

of the producer of interactive documentaries the challenge is to design interfaces and 

databases that offer a meaningful user journey for their viewers. This is certainly a different 

mode of authorship where the production team have to work with their imagined users in 

order for the text to become meaningful, to a degree therefore authorship can be said to be 

distributed and meaning co produced.’ The role of the author in interactive documentary is 

examined further by Sandra Gaudenzi (2014, p. 133), who claims, ‘…the role of the author 

has to move from ‘narrator of a story’ to ‘facilitator of other people’s stories.’’ Gaudenzi 

researched the ways in which documentary storytelling transformed as it evolved into the 

new interactive medium, and discovered that different kinds of interactivity, the logic of 

interaction, affected how the documentary story was represented.  

 

Gaudenzi’s (2019) aim was to maintain the intention of documentary while simplifying the 

myriad of terminologies coming out of the growing interactive community, ‘so that what 
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counts is the intention that is behind the author.’ She questioned how the author is trying to 

engage and what sort of artefact the author is trying to create, as well as the impact the 

author is trying to create with the audience. Instead of understanding through genre or 

platforms Gaudenzi commenced with Bill Nichols’ ‘modes of voice’ as a more obvious and 

intentionally documentary starting point. Gaudenzi’s 2013 doctoral research resulted in the 

identification of four ‘modes of interactivity’, with each mode concerned with understanding 

the ways in which the user interacts with the data and develops a method of knowledge- 

gathering in relation to technology when representing reality. Gaudenzi (2019, p. 3) later 

explains her motivation was, ‘to think about what sort of relationships or interactions the 

author (is) trying to have… how is the machine, whichever this digital platform is, how it is 

being used to tell the story’. Gaudenzi identifies the relationships in terms of types of 

interactivity, naming these modes, conversational, hypertext, participative and experiential. 

Aston and Gaudenzi (2012, p. 128) have written extensively on these modes and propose 

‘each interactive mode creates a different dynamic’ with the author, the user, the artifact and 

its context, ‘affording a different construction of “reality”’. This is further discussed in 

Chapter Three and applied against post-conflict i-doc exemplars. 

 
 
2.10 Conclusion 
 
The aim of this chapter was to situate this research in the field of post-conflict storytelling, 

by presenting the guiding precepts that inform my documentary practice, not only in terms 

of where it is situated in relation to other scholars, but also the implications in the 

development of my practice. The challenge that initiated this project of seeking new logics 
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of authorship and storytelling redirected my current thinking and practice from my current 

oral history informed documentary film practice toward exploring opportunities offered by 

interactive documentary. Recent scholarship by researchers such as Aston, Gaudenzi and 

Rose, document the development from linearity to multi-linearity in an interactive 

environment. Interactive documentary, it is argued, enables meaningful immersion in all 

source material via path making and path finding. These paths are fluid, constant and 

interactive. Interactive documentary also democratises the story-telling process by placing 

story telling in the hands of more people in both its construction and performance, thereby 

building powerful new ways of mapping, exploring and sharing. To date, however, post-

conflict storytelling in interactive documentary is under researched in both scholarship and 

practice despite interactive documentary’s relationship to traditional documentary 

storytelling.  

 

The elements of life history story telling coupled with a structured oral history interview 

method, highlights the potential purpose and role of oral history in interactive documentary. 

The individual veterans’ life experience and thinking prior to and after their war experience, 

provides a framework in which to contextualise the veterans’ experience in a broader social, 

political and cultural sense. This method and methodology of oral history provides a vehicle 

through which veterans can tell their story freely and openly. It provides a consistent 

methodology through which comparison can occur and this, in turn, opens the possibilities 

for different versions to emerge, as evidenced by Alessandro Portelli’s (1991) work with 

Italian workers. It also offers a way in which we can situate and understand stories and their 
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often-changing meaning over time within a broader cultural context, which Thomson’s 1999 

Anzac’s Oral History Project demonstrates. Everett’s method fulfills an evidentiary need, 

providing causal and strategic details of the historical event while encouraging polyvocality. 

However, as discussed earlier, interactive documentary is more than housing content in 

databases, it must also be ‘voiced’. In order to understand and negotiate the relationship 

between author, content and user I look to Gaudenzi’s modes of interactivity.  

 

If interactive documentary presents documentary storytellers with new ways of negotiating 

authentic storytelling, what are the implications for practice? The following chapter 

examines exemplars of post-conflict interactive documentaries in order to analyse ‘what’ is 

represented, ‘how’ representation is intended, and the potential for oral history within this 

form. To aid in this examination, I apply Gaudenzi’s (2013) modes of interactivity to 

provide a framework for analysing the way in which ‘voice’ is enabled in the exemplars. 
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CHAPTER THREE - PRACTICAL CONTEXTS 
 

 
 
 
3.0 Introduction 
 
Interactive documentary provides a voice for the oppressed and silenced. It retains the intent 

of traditional documentary while potentially offering storytellers new ways to tell complex 

multi-narrative stories. This form of non-linear storytelling is particularly suited to stories of 

conflict and war, where the act of storytelling may provide a sense of agency and 

understanding for survivors. In this regard, interactive documentary has a social purpose and 

is able to influence our understanding, acts and values. Interactive documentary offers a 

unique form of narrative expression based on the modes of navigation and interaction, rather 

than on the conventional linear representation of reality. This is supported by content 

previously unavailable in linear broadcast form, as interactive documentary enables multiple 

points of view in an engaging, digital form that invites the audience to become active agents 

in storytelling. This shifts behaviour from the previously preferred documentary 

author/viewer dichotomy to a tripartite co-creation relationship between media producer, 

content and user.  

 

In this chapter I examine representation and rhetoric in exemplar post-conflict interactive 

documentaries to ascertain voice: ‘what’ is represented and ‘how’ representation is intended. 

Gaudenzi’s four modes of interactivity provides a framework from which to explore how 

post-conflict storytelling occurs, by questioning the treatment, structure and presentation of 



 80 

story. Using the synergies between Gaudenzi’s modes of interactivity and oral history for 

veterans, the chapter also discusses three key exemplars to demonstrate the lack of 

compelling means to communicate complex silenced stories.  

 

The exemplar i-docs under discussion are The Prisons Memory Archive (2007), Sandy 

Storyline (2012) and First World War: The Story of a Global Conflict (2014). These three i-

docs have been selected because they share the intent of documentary and call themselves 

interactive documentaries. In this they share the ‘…act of representing the world, the act of 

trying to understand the world, [the] wish to give a message, [the] wish of explaining things, 

[the] wish of giving voice of the oppressed’ and employ digital interactive attributes, 

potential and effectiveness to achieve this (Gaudenzi 2019).  As i-docs, they attempt to 

communicate complex narratives of recent traumatic encounters. They were not selected in 

terms of style and form, but because they focus specifically on post-conflict experiences.  

Two exemplars incorporate oral history methods, while the third, Sandy Storyline suggests 

the potential for oral history to emerge into new formats. These exemplars are all concerned 

with drawing attention to and sharing stories consistent with post-conflict themes of trauma, 

survival and resilience, revealed through expression of time, place and contrast. 

 

The number of exemplars under consideration was initially greater than these three and 

included Gaza/Sderot: Life in Spite of Everything (2008), Testimony (2017) and Quipu 

(2014). These i-docs deal with traumatic experiences and are narratives of survival. 

However, Gaza/Sderot: Life in Spite of Everything was excluded as the conflict is ongoing 
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and therefore cannot be categorised as post-conflict. Testimony is about women who have 

suffered from acts of sexual violence. The stories are personal, individual and connected 

only by theme. While recognising that the interviews were recorded with consent, the 

project was not created in a co-collaborative sense so on this basis, excluded.  

 

Quipu is the story of a remote Peruvian community subjected to state inflicted human rights 

abuse. It is an excellent example of an i-doc designed to bring a subjugated community’s 

discourse into the public arena for social and political justice. Given its remote location, the 

project relied on analogue and digital technologies with a heavy dependence on audio as the 

means of communication and recording. In a similar way that the veterans of Coral Balmoral 

are principal subjects, co-creators and audience interactors, Quipu also positions its 

participants in these roles, although all the participants remain anonymous to avoid further 

persecution. The remote location also affected the project’s interview process. As a result, 

Quipu does not rely on a formal interview method, but on short audio-recorded clips via 

telephone where participants record their experience in a similar way to recording into an 

answering machine. While the interview method is not comparable to this research, the 

project themes and outreach strategies for justice are similar. Unfortunately, Quipu was 

discounted simply because not enough of the Quipu project was available at the time of this 

research’s critical analysis. 
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3.1 Experiential and Conversational Modes of Interactivity 
 

As discussed in Chapter Two, Gaudenzi’s modes of interactivity provide a framework for 

identifying and analysing the way in which ‘voice’ is enabled in interactive documentary. 

The experiential mode situates the user in an explorative, role-playing position. It uses 

location technology often found in mobile technology to offer a ‘location’ style of 

experience. This mode of interactivity invites the participant to experience a ‘hybrid space’ 

(De Souza e Silva 2006, p. 262), by bringing users into a physical space and creating ‘an 

experience that challenges their senses and their enacted perception of the world’ (Gaudenzi 

2013, p. 62). In this mode the user experience is affected by the physicality of the location, 

which is changeable based on a relational participant-environment relationship. Gaudenzi 

likens this mode of interactivity to two people dancing with the system adapting to a 

dynamic environment. She writes that ‘[i]nteractivity is seen as the two-way feed-back loop 

that allows both the system and the environment to adjust to each other’ (p. 62).  

 

The conversational mode also positions the user in a dynamic environment, which 

recognises a ‘conversation’ with a computer (Gaudenzi 2013). This mode is characterised by 

simulated interaction in the form of game-play. It is a form of interaction commonly found 

in video games that uses technology to ‘virtually simulate a world where the user has the 

illusion of navigating freely…’ (Aston & Gaudenzi 2012, p. 126). Although subject to 

criticism as a form of guided progress through a predetermined story, it is an interactive 

form favoured by journalists and online media organisations who construct, often in 3D 
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environments, worlds that position the user ‘as if ‘in conversation’ with the computer’ (p. 

126).  

 

None of the chosen post-conflict exemplars use experiential or conversational modes of 

interactivity. This is not to suggest that post-conflict i-docs are only produced in hypertext 

and participatory modes. Jamie McRoberts (2016) is one of few practicing scholars to apply 

Gaudenzi’s modes of interactivity to post-conflict interactive documentary storytelling. 

McRoberts (2015) found that interactive documentary has much to offer post-conflict 

storytelling, but as yet, ‘little research had been conducted to explicate the methods and 

technologies that have been applied to do so’, a claim supported by my own research.  

 

Recognising a complex relationship between truth, memory and narrative or storytelling in 

post-conflict societies, McRoberts (p. 12) aim was to propose a method of storytelling that 

was ‘directed towards reconciliation and transformation in societies emerging from conflict.’ 

As part of his research, he was concerned with ‘how testimonies are mediated and 

represented to audiences’. McRoberts analysed the ‘relationship between interactive 

documentary and war and conflict narratives’ in selected exemplars by applying Gaudenzi’s 

modes of interactivity in conjunction with key factors of Senehi’s (2002) post-conflict 

constructive storytelling. McRoberts (2015, p. 5) found that Gaudenzi’s modes of 

interactivity provided a ‘more apt representation of contemporary trends and forms within 

interactive documentary research and practice’ and concludes that ‘there are clear overlaps 

in terms of interactive documentary offering solutions to some of the limitations raised 
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through other forms of storytelling in post-conflict contexts.’ Interactive documentary, he 

concluded, possesses characteristics of multi-linearity, polyvocality and ‘a shift in textual 

authority, entrusting the user with agency over the co-creation of meaning, which runs 

counter to authoritative discourses’ (p. 12).  

 

McRoberts research resulted in prototype, Maze3: An Interactive Documentary. This game-

like conversational mode i-doc, which relies on oral history interviews conducted as part of 

the Prisons Memory Archive (2006), is a virtually simulated, navigable version of the Maze 

and Long Kesh prison, which McRoberts (2016) argues, is a ‘significant and contested 

symbol’ of the Northern Ireland conflict. Unfortunately, due to funding restrictions Maze3: 

An Interactive Documentary remains unpublished and therefore not available for further 

analysis in this research. However, McRoberts (2016, p. 86) offers an assessment of the 

conversational mode, which he reports ‘can offer an embodied experience of narratives 

attached to virtual locations, whilst raising emotional, empathic and moral responses in a 

non-threatening manner.’ He also flags significant challenges, ‘particularly in relation to 

legal and ethical implications, due to a lack of curatorial control.’	 

 

3.2 Hypertext Mode 
 
The Prisons Memory Archive and First World War: The Story of a Global Conflict are both 

hypertext mode interactive documentaries. The hypertext mode positions the user as 

explorer, encouraging them to click on pre-existing options that take the user  ‘through a 
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world with multiple points of view, but with limited complexity and margin for individual 

action’ (Gaudenzi 2013, p. 247). This mode is closed to the addition of outside content, so 

unlike modes such as the experiential and participatory, users cannot interfere with the 

content. Instead, hypertext mode encourages users to navigate their own way around 

material with limited instructional guides and a limited number of options provided by a pre-

established linking structure. These pathways are based on simple networking of 

interconnected parts that organise the information using keyword links in line with the aim 

of the project.  

 

According to Dovey and Rose (2013, p. 9), ‘links can be structured through content, colour, 

space, time, character; any number of values. In this emergent form of the documentary the 

nature of the links programmed into the clip collection and the nature of the interface design 

become significant new determinants of the documentary experience. The art of 

documentary rhetoric is being retooled with the techniques of database design.’ Dovey and 

Rose’s assertions echo Nichols’ (2010) notion that documentary voice emanates from the 

combination and relationship of all the available ‘forms and modes, techniques and styles,’ 

which function to address the audience explicitly and/or implicitly. This emphasis indicates 

the significance of the interactive documentary database in terms of what is represented and 

how it is represented. Nash (2012, p. 207) also argues that these linkages can be the driving 

force of the story, ‘[t]he user’s engagement with the database will be strongly influenced by 

the way in which information is structured and presented to the user via the interface. The 

organisation of information, where an element is placed on a page and the metaphors used to 
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frame the user’s experience will all impact on the way the user moves through the 

documentary.’ It is here, within the database as an affective environment, that oral history’s 

organisational and thematic potential can form a meaningful relationship with interactive 

documentary.  

 

The exemplar i-docs operate from databases set with finite content, telling their story in such 

a way as to offer ‘a private journey of discovery, and self-discovery, in a determined world’ 

(Gaudenzi 2013, p. 247). Within this determined world there is the possibility of providing a 

range of perspectives on a common set of themes or issues (Aston & Gaudenzi 2012). This 

is evident in Prisons Memory Archive and First World War: The Story of a Global Conflict, 

where hypertext mode encourages the user to seek, explore and experience multiple, 

contrasting points of view according to time and place. The Prisons Memory Archive (2007) 

is a collaboratively produced i-doc telling stories of people linked together by their 

experiences of the now defunct Armagh Gaol and the Maze and Long Kesh Prison during 

the most tumultuous years of the Northern Ireland Conflict from the mid 1970s to 2000s. In 

this i-doc, contested narratives sit side by side revealing cultural dissonance in a society still 

coming to terms with its peace process. The project aims to aid the ongoing peace process in 

Northern Ireland by providing ‘the opportunity and challenge of hearing and seeing the 

‘other’’ (McLaughlin 2006, p. 131).  

 

Impartiality and inclusivity is therefore important to counter previous narrow discourse that 

has often defined the conflict, by encouraging a listening of the ‘other’ version of the past. 
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According to McLaughlin, in the case of the Northern Ireland conflict this is ‘an essential 

element in our society’s attempts to come to terms with the legacy of a violent past’ (2014, p. 

4).  The juxtaposition of personal stories helps to fill the gaps in the narrative ‘since 

everyone obscures details which they do not feel comfortable with’ (Bar-On 2015), thus 

providing a more complete picture of the past. By providing a mechanism for alternative 

voices, storytelling aligns with post-conflict peace and healing strategies as storytelling 

connects and affirms people and communities. As such it becomes a ‘powerful means of 

community building that can help create bonds among people during post-conflict peace-

building’ (Senehi 2002, p. 53), something that is the overarching aim of the Prisons Memory 

Archive project. 

 

To facilitate this aim, Prisons Memory Archive project’s director, Cahal McLaughlin (2006) 

developed a collaborative ethos founded on principles of co-ownership, inclusivity and life 

storytelling. While placing life-story oral history interviewing as an integral part of his 

collaborative method, the Prisons Memory Archive is a memory archive and not an oral 

history archives in the same sense as the West Point Center for Oral History nor Monash 

University’s Australian Generations Oral History Project. McLaughlin reasons this to be, 

‘not because I doubt the veracity of the stories, but because a life story approach allows 

room for contradiction, a holistic richness and complexity. It gives the opportunity to 

explore the relation between personal and collective experience, by focusing on 

remembering and forgetting as cultural processes’ (McLaughlin 2006, p. 124). 
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McLaughlin’s co-ownership, participatory production style also encourages interviewees to 

be involved in the edit phase and how they are represented on screen. The benefit is that 

trust is established and maintained bringing access to ‘constituencies and stories that 

otherwise would not be trusted to the mainstream media’ (Side and McLaughlin 2016, p. 64). 

The risk, however, is that post-production can become a lengthy process as it becomes 

subject to the vagaries of the participants themselves who, McLaughlin finds, are either fully 

engaged in the process from pre-production to screening, or for various reasons hand over 

responsibility to the project team. Others go through the whole process only to withdraw 

prior to exhibition and this is both time-consuming and disruptive.  

 

For some interviewees a sense of validation in the involvement of practice, producing the 

story including editing and public acknowledgement from exhibition was experienced (Side 

and McLaughlin 2016, p. 64). McLaughlin’s ethos of inclusivity is intended to form part of 

healing processes, because public acknowledgement of a participant’s story is a process 

through which people can feel validated. As discussed in Chapter Two, storytelling for 

survivors of war and conflict is an occasion where they have relative control over their 

narrative and where their perspectives, silenced elsewhere, become prominent (Hooks 1990). 

McLaughlin reports that he encountered interviewees seeking validation for a variety of 

reasons, ranging from those who wished to tell their story for the last time and those who 

still harboured a ‘burning injustice at the lack of prosecution in his loved one’s death’ (2016, 

p. 79). While recognising that developing inclusive archives such at the Prisons Memory 

Archive will not reconcile difference, McLaughlin rationalises that it does allow people to 
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feel that ‘they are no longer worthless, forgotten, ignored, marginalised. That their story is as 

important as anyone else’s story … it’s an important part of restoring dignity to people who 

felt ostracised, marginalised and violated’ (Oxford Law Faculty 2018).  

 

The location of the narrative lies with the individual, and meaning is negotiated through 

contrast and understood and expressed through place and time. By focusing on the 

individual’s experience, the i-doc avoids a national narrative, which in complicated and 

difficult historical realities, can silence the individual (Mason 2019). Instantly noticeable on 

the Prisons Memory Archive opening page is the absence of an overarching story with an 

emphasis on the individual. A one-sentence text summary provides the only introduction to 

the project:  

The Prisons Memory Archive (PMA) is a collection of 175 filmed walk-and-talk recordings 
with those who had a connection with Armagh Gaol and the Maze and Long Kesh Prison 
during the conflict in and about Northern Ireland. 
 

As the title suggests, Prisons Memory Archive is an archive of oral histories recorded on 

location in the gaols. This methodology seeks to strengthen the relationship between 

documentary producer, the participant and his/her story by recognising that memory often 

finds a narrative when informed by location (McLaughlin 2004, p. 103). The Prisons 

Memory Archive interviews were conducted on site at Armagh Gaol and the Maze and Long 

Kesh Prison thus connecting the interviewee with the location of experience. Interviewing in 

situ is an established method of oral history interviewing. It recognises that the physical 

environment can influence the exchange, evoking important memories (Quinlan 2011, p. 28). 
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Hamilton (2011, p. 220) expands on this idea by examining the importance of sensory 

remembering, with senses acting ‘as a mnemonic device or a trigger to remembering.’ My 

own practice includes interviewing Coral Balmoral veterans on the battle site in Vietnam, 

which has provided for a more visceral and profound remembering experience.  

 

According to Mason (2019, p. 38) the importance of battlefield sites for shaping national 

identity is well known, particularly as they provide present generations with edifying links 

with the past. He writes that ‘[b]attlefields are situated markers of human suffering and 

death that are experienced in the present.’ Senehi (2002, p. 55) also makes the point that 

meanings and historical narratives related to places and landscapes are part of continuous 

processes of reproduction and representation, ‘[g]eography (so tangible) and stories (so 

intangible) at first may seem unrelated. But stories are often tied to geographic places, which 

have cultural and symbolic significance for persons and particular communities (e.g., Lane 

1988). Particular locations figure prominently in religious, national, and historical 

narratives.’ By choosing Armagh Gaol and the Maze and Long Kesh prison, representative 

monuments of an entangled cultural memory, McLaughlin identifies the narratives by time 

and place but also as sites for reflection regardless of the speaker’s relationship to the gaols. 

These are landscapes of memory offering layers of meaning to the past (Raivo 2015). It is 

here, wandering through the disused and crumbling walls and grounds of the prisons, 

imbued with tangible and sensory markers, that interviewees are filmed sharing their 

memories.  
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According to McLaughlin  (2017) the prisons’ architecture and artefacts influenced the 

participants’ structuring of remembering. Interviewees’ memory were often triggered by a 

sense of the smell, a particular room or an object such as a rotting faded noticeboard, 

showing geo-sensory life-story interviews as a free-flowing memory journey in time. Prison 

officer John Hetherington enters the hospital section in the Maze and Long Kesh prison. He 

pauses when he comes to a particular room to see the lonely skeleton of an old-fashioned 

iron hospital bed by the barred window. He then offers a reflection of his experience when 

prisoners, in an effort to draw attention to conditions in the prison, died in a hunger strike in 

1981. These rooms housed the dying men during the hunger strike. This situational 

connection manifested through Hetherington’s body language, silences and eventual 

narration allows the significance of these rooms to surface revealing the impact not only on 

the inmates but also the staff.  In another interview, female family members who visited 

these same hunger strikers during this tumultuous time filled in the ‘other’ side of this story. 

They remembered the deceased, their loved ones and what dying for ‘the cause’ meant to 

them. The result is that through these particular, emotional, personal stories, the user is able 

to construct the significance of experiences within the culture and history of the prison at a 

time when conflict was at its peak.  

 

Following the participants around the gaol, seeing and hearing what the participants are 

seeing and hearing, invites the user to become engaged in the performance of memory. In 

this way, McLaughlin (Oxford Law Faculty 2018) argues that ‘[p]eople perform memory. 

They will point and lift things and move things’ thus allowing the viewer to see and hear in 
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a more intimate way the connection of participant with place and memory. The user is able 

to engage with the interviewee by seeing the expression on the participant’s face, see how 

they behave, their hesitations and silence, which often says a lot more than words. This 

emphasis on non-verbal communication recognises that post-conflict narrators, such as John 

Hetherington, often have difficulty finding words to ‘speak the unspeakable’ (Phelps 2011). 

The interviews often emerge as a ‘messy’ non-linear narrative, as a consequence of 

emphasising these emotional connections with place. The method is designed to empower 

the participant and maintain the integrity of the author, by removing the ‘inevitable power 

imbalance in the production of audio-visual stories’ (Mairs Dyer and McLaughlin 2012, p. 

33).  McLaughlin’s interview politics are evident here, with shared authorship exercised 

with minimal inclusion of the interviewer during filming, and whose questions act to prompt 

rather than to impede the interviewee’s memory journey. Later in the edited clips, cuts 

indicate editing processes during which the interviewee was presumably involved.  

 

There are limitations and practical difficulties in this method. The nature of the free flowing, 

‘non-specific question’ interview method prevents a consistent approach to interviewing, 

which can obscure the usefulness for comparison and perhaps even validity if the interviews 

are unable to be cross-referenced. McLaughlin and Side (2016, p. 78) acknowledges that 

there is a risk in that participants tend to share with you what they want to tell: ‘[w]e knew 

in some cases that people were telling us things that may be difficult to prove. But the point 

is that this is a memory project, and memories are fallible’. The project also privileges 

memory linked to sensory space, with McLaughlin deliberately choosing to move outside 
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the relatively ‘safe’ environment of people’s homes to the place of trauma. The risk is that 

being ‘caught-up in the moment’ of the location may subdue more reflective memory that 

may be recalled in a safe environment such as home. Although McLaughlin discounted this 

approach, preferring in situ, an additional interview away from the location, as Hooks (cited 

in Senehi, 2002) attests, provides additional richness and context to each narrator’s story. 

Hooks reminds us that in post-conflict storytelling, 

‘…a safe place, such as the home, among persons who share a common hardship or experience 
of oppression, can be an occasion when their perspectives, silenced elsewhere, become 
prominent. This can be both emotionally comforting and a form of resistance. Such a safe 
place becomes a site where people are no longer objects, but rather can regain their ‘human-
ness’ and engage in subject-subject dialogue in order to comment upon, interpret, strategize 
about, and heal from their difficulties.’ (p.53) 

 

The narratives form particular constructs according to stakeholders’ views. Most are of pain 

and loss, others survival, still others are passionately political, while most remain bewildered 

that their community remains unsettled. These multiple and discordant perspectives arise 

from the complicated political and social situation in Northern Ireland, which remains 

unresolved. Male and female prisoners, chaplains, prison workers, family members, teachers 

and medical staff from this era provide interviews, and are identified only by name and not 

according to their relationship with the gaols. This limits how a narrator might be 

stereotyped prior to hearing their story, guarding against users gravitating to sections that 

reinforce their own views, given that political positioning is apparent fairly immediately in 

this project. Rather than competing, the narratives relate to each other and interact with no 

attempt to synthesise tensions in the narratives. This allows for the different parts of the 

story to come together unrushed, understandable and without political prejudice. The 
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opportunity presented for the user is to ‘get to know a little of the person before deducting 

what position they might have held in the prison and their response to that’ (McLaughlin 

2014, p. 4), and supports the aim of the project which is to understand the ‘other’ point of 

view as a step towards reconciliation.  

 

As a user opening the home page of Prisons Memory Archive i-doc, coloured links invite 

access to either the Armagh Gaol that housed women or Maze and Long Kesh prison that 

housed men. Clicking on the Armagh link took me to 34 interviews, which had been edited 

to short clips ranging from two to five minutes. The interviews are listed by name with a 

photograph of the participant. The page also includes some textual information about the 

Armagh Gaol, offering a framework for its function and existence. I appreciated this 

background information, as I was able to begin to contextualise the area, however it was not 

until I opened the stories that the power and impact of the interview method and 

organisation of content was realised. 

 

The stories of three women, chosen at random, demonstrate the depth of feeling and 

complexity this gaol incites. Patricia Moore, a political prisoner barely conceals her rage as 

she recounts the strip search treatment to which she was subjected, and maintains this 

‘security measure’ had no reason other than as a political strategy to ‘deliberately embarrass, 

humiliate and degrade’ (Moore 2007).  In contrast, Elizabeth Woodcraft, whose connection 

at the time was as a civil liberties barrister with a remit to inquire into strip search practices, 

attempts to reconcile the political existence of the gaol but words fail her and she struggles 
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to find a cohesive narrative. Josie Dowd’s narrative is small and personal, sharing joy as she 

recalls the prison birth of her son and subsequent time spent with him. Her story turns to 

heartbreak at his removal, as Josie remains an incarcerated political prisoner. These three 

narratives, when viewed against one another serve to highlight the deeply personal, complex 

and contemporary nature of the narratives as their experience continues to reverberate in 

these women’s lives. 

 

 

Figure 3.0 The Armagh Gaol page from Prisons Memory Archive i-doc that presents choices of 
speakers.  
 

The story of these three women also intrigued me and I wanted to know more about them. I 

found the two to five minute clips were not enough, as I wanted to know how Patricia has 

fared since her inhuman treatment and if Elizabeth believed reconciliation was achievable? 
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What happened with Josie and her son? My expectation, given McLaughlin’s ethos of life-

story interviewing, was that I could find out more about Patricia, Elizabeth and Josie, but to 

my disappointment the short clips were the only information available. Perhaps this was due 

to interviewees exercising their right of veto and thus limiting what and how they were 

included. Perhaps this was the total of each interview, or perhaps the production team 

selected and edited salient sections for intended interest, political perspective or production 

considerations such as bad sound, light or database memory limitations. In any case, the 

question arises as to the value of life-story interviewing, with its ability to deliver 

encompassing richness, if it is then subject to editorial control that diminishes its very reason 

for being. In order for the women to find voice, they must be given the opportunity to tell 

their story, rather than be silenced by the limitations of time. As Field (2006) argues, the act 

of forcibly curtailing their voice potentially renders secondary trauma to survivors and 

severely curtails their testimony. 

 

My journey through Prisons Memory Archive as a user engaged me as intended. The 

combination of navigation, database organisation and the rawness of the content guided me 

and provided me with access to a diversity of stories, from which I was able to choose and 

experience. Many versions of the past exist, and the people, incidents and places challenged 

me. I felt enraged at the human right abuses suffered by women such as Patricia Moore, but 

I could also empathise with the prison officer who had to deal with the complexities of 

working in a prison all day and then returning home to his young family at night, often 

incognito to avoid public protest. Their memory journeys enticed me to hear more from the 
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many and varied voices and ‘walk’ further around the various prison buildings. I was 

provoked to put myself in the participants’ situation and I was interested to seek more 

information about the interviewees and the Northern Ireland Conflict. I was disappointed 

when the project did not realise my further expectations based on the narrative’s promise. 

Overall the i-doc, with insight provided by life-story oral histories delivered me into this 

difficult conflict and deeply divided community, yet it left me yearning for a narrative in 

which I could contextualise them.  

 

Shifting my role from user to post-conflict i-doc producer, the presentation of these stories 

through contrast, time and place demonstrates a practice that presents multiple perspectives 

from witnesses of a given time in a particular history. No one narrative is privileged over 

another, rather they interact and interrelate with particular consequences. Oral history life-

story interviews captured in situ facilitates that which is key in this process and provides for 

deeply emotional and compelling documentation of experiences and story telling. 

Interestingly, this has not been used to further the organisation or structure of the content, 

with its sole use remaining as an interview method. As discussed in Chapter One and Two, 

oral history offers the documentary producer so much more than simply an interview 

method, providing the basis for my current OHID practice.  

 

I suspect a role outside that of life-story interview is not McLaughlin’s intention, as his 

three-point collaborative ethos functions according to the aim of the project. McLaughlin’s 

use of oral history is primarily to bear witness to the interviewers’ experiences in the prisons. 
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While the presentation and organisation of individual stories and meaning remains linked to 

the prisons, the gap most obvious in this exemplar is the lack of overarching narrative that 

frame the individual stories. This omission was intentional as the i-doc aim is not to cloud 

the users’ meaning-making process, allowing each person to make up their own mind on the 

political/social issues raised. However, I found this lack of back-story left me seeking a 

context in which to situate my thoughts. When stories are deeply linked to, and framed by, 

national narratives such as the Coral Balmoral story, a storytelling mechanism that makes 

obvious this relationship is required so the storytelling is grounded in context. 

 

Interactive documentary First World War: The Story of a Global Conflict (2014) is a war 

and post-conflict hypertext i-doc that presents its case through broader storytelling 

mechanisms designed for learning and knowledge transfer. First World War: The Story of a 

Global Conflict offers a ‘big picture’ historical telling of the First World War from multiple 

global perspectives. It offers a different kind of experience to that of the Prisons Memory 

Archive, as it is not centralised around eyewitness stories of a single or contained event or 

experience, but approaches storytelling from a global perspective. The project’s imperative 

is found in the producers’ aim ‘to give a more emotional, accessible and global perspective 

on a war in which millions died – from Canada and Turkey to India and Australia’ (Online 

Journalism Awards 2015). 
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Figure 3.1 The Guardian Newspaper’s First World War: The Story of a Global Conflict interactive 
documentary opening page. 
 

The treatment of narrative is markedly different from that of Prisons Memory Archive, as the 

main narrative is marked by its similarity to both linear and interactive documentary 

production processes. This is evidenced by the interweaving content organisation around 

seven core themed ‘video chapters’ designed for a learning experience. The chapters feature 

contemporary World War One footage from the Imperial War Museum combined with audio 

interviews of the ten historians, whose voices can be heard throughout the project. The 

control of the historical discourse remains firmly in the hands of these ten historians, who 

shape the narrative. The benefit of this omniscient narrator style of narrative is reminiscent 

of expository documentary form (Nichols 2010) as it creates trust, authority and a 

compelling narrative. However, in interactive documentary form, the reliance on one 

authority on each topic lessens to opportunity for alternative points of view. 
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The film clips are edited without interruption, providing the viewer with a concentrated and 

engaging connection with the content, a value common in linear style production. The 

historians provide voice-over narration supplemented with realistic sound effects and 

commissioned music track. Each of the seven chapters features a different aspect of theme: 

Origins’, ‘Trenches’, ‘Empires, ‘Fronts’, Slaughter’, ‘Endings’ and ‘Aftermath’. The 

presentation of the seven ‘chapters’ marks a change in how the breadth of content is 

presented. Each chapter also features an interactive section linked visually through custom-

designed ever-evolving world maps denoting relevant geographical locations and Allied and 

Central Power positions signifying the global nature of the First World War. This double-

entry point enables context and further specific information. The user is able to play, pause 

and/or skip the short video clip and proceed to the interactive page (i-page) from the video 

page at any point.  

 

The interactive page, symbolised by a small hand icon, features additional material related to 

the theme of the chapter inviting the user to delve deeper into the relevant theme. Each 

interactive section offers different and varied media assets including digitised archived 

letters, poems, audio recordings and newspaper articles from across the world. Within the 

breadth and scope of available assets, users are able to examine significant features, 

influences and actions in this encompassing conflict. Picture galleries and previously 

recorded oral histories sit alongside more recent writing, contemporary newspaper reports 

and additional audio from the historians. 
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As a user interrogating Chapter 2 ‘Trenches’, I commenced with viewing a four-minute film 

telling the story of life in and about trenches. I can interrupt the clip at any time by clicking 

on the hand icon, which then goes to an interactive map showing positions of the trenches, 

their design and experience. Going back to the i-page, pop-up windows provide additional 

information including a series of photographs and reports from the Guardian Newspaper of 

conditions in the trenches at the time.  

 

Other chapters also feature audio recording of the ten historians speaking about specific sub-

topics such as ‘Empire’, ‘Technology’ and ‘Nationalism’.	Assets include rare archival 

footage, photos, letters, poems, popular tunes of the era, traditional music from countries 

involved and audio of the historians speaking to each theme. Through this unique interactive, 

interwoven mosaic of personal experience and historical analysis First World War: The 

Story of a Global Conflict has reimagined the historical documentary in an uncomplicated 

and approachable way. In so doing, from the position as i-doc media producer, First World 

War: The Story of a Global Conflict provides an example of structural and navigational 

clarity required for the telling of expansive, ‘big’ stories such as the Coral Balmoral story. 

The opportunity to include broader, contextual narratives alongside smaller personal stories, 

provides access to all available stories, which was limiting and criticised by the veteran 

community in its previous linear documentary form.  

 

Smaller stories can be offered within the thematically linked chapters or parts, providing 

neat and compact linear and non-linear choices. The smaller stories are able to provide 
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relevance and engagement by presenting additional material, drawing the user deeper into 

the history. Reinventing archival documents in engaging, creative forms provides emotional 

impact, as does the presentation of archival footage and original music score. First World 

War: The Story of a Global Conflict provides a useful example of an online, interactive 

documentary form that is able to present new ways for old content to become relevant to 

new audiences, and to present a broad story with emotional impact and multiple perspectives. 

 

First World War: The Story of a Global Conflict provided me with a practice that addressed 

the issue of how to situate the individual Coral Balmoral veteran stories within a national 

narrative while keeping individual oral histories intact. The centre of the narrative needs to 

remain with the veterans so that the complexity and variation of their experiences over time 

remain in focus, yet they also need to sit within a context that gives them meaning. As 

discussed in Chapter Two, and in-line with post-conflict research, acknowledging the social, 

political and cultural milieu can inform remembering. In the Coral Balmoral veteran’s case, 

the veterans’ story is bookended by public opinion ‘mashed together’ with changing 

constructions of the Australian soldier prior to and upon return from Vietnam. This was 

magnified through the lens of popular culture stereotypes, of which the social and political 

ramifications continue to have significant affect in their lives.   

 

3.3 The Participatory Mode  
 

The participatory mode of interactive documentary can be described as a two-way 

conversation between author and user within the context of the material. Its function is to 
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share experiences, allowing ‘people to go further than browsing through content: the 

affordances of the media have made possible a two-way relationship between digital authors 

and their users.’ (Aston & Gaudenzi 2012, p. 127). In a post-conflict situation, participative 

mode encourages those who have been silenced to bear witness and share their stories of 

survival. The participant and their often user-generated content (UGC) are central to the 

project and differ from hypertext mode as the user has the option to expand the database 

through collaborative and social options (Gaudenzi 2007). Through social media platforms, 

communication loops afford multiple voices and perspectives to be presented.  

 

Sandy Storyline is a participatory interactive documentary utilizing a collaborative 

community storytelling approach with user-generated stories that overlap, yet it co-exists in 

a mosaic-like database. The Sandy Storyline producers explain participatory interactive 

documentary as:           

…an inclusive and collaborative process that engages communities in designing and 
carrying out the collection and dissemination of their own story. It is not simply about 
producing stories. It is about designing a storytelling process that honors and reflects the 
voices and leadership of people impacted by an event or ongoing situation. We understand 
that affected communities are uniquely positioned to offer expert documentation, research, 
and analysis to help understand and shape how we respond.  
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Figure 3.2 The Home Page of interactive documentary, Sandy Storyline. 
 

 

Sandy Storyline is also about survival and resilience in a particular time and place, but in the 

wake of a natural disaster. In this i-doc the community that experienced Hurricane Sandy, 

one of the worst hurricanes to hit the United States causing the death of over 230 people and 

massive destruction, tell of their ordeal and recovery. Sandy Storyline’s intention is to create 

an environment for ‘strengthening collective identity, community knowledge and social 

capital’ (Sandy Storyline 2012). Survivors of this horrific experience gain agency by being 

encouraged to add and share their story about ‘the impact of Hurricane Sandy on our 

neighbourhoods, our communities and our lives’ (2012).  

 

Sandy Storyline stories largely consist of short recordings using webcam, personal camera or 

smart phone. The user or the media production team is able to upload the content into the i-
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doc. As a result, participatory mode i-docs become ever-expanding databases, offering 

freedom to the user to engage with not only producer included content, but inclusions from 

other user/participants. The interactive interface enables participants to respond, speak about 

and share their experiences in a way that offers empowerment and agency. Sandy Storyline 

includes many and varied voices from an extensive demographic. Survivors, emergency 

workers, children, retirees, small business people and volunteers are just some of the 

representatives of this community who reflect on their experiences.  

 

In her seminal article on i-docs, Nash (2014, p. 388) argues that social impact i-docs build a 

platform of ‘democratic civics’. In this manner, i-docs such as Sandy Storyline address the 

user as a member of the community, situating them as ‘potential actors with respect of issues 

of shared concern’ (p. 389). In this way, the producers engage users in conversations around 

issues pertinent to this community at a particular time and place, while connecting people 

and groups who share experiences and concerns, aligning with the very purpose of social 

documentary. As Aufderheide (1998, p. 87) reasons, ‘social issue documentaries emerge 

from behind the shiny surface of our daily media experience and treat us not just as passive 

viewers but as social actors who can affect our world.’	 

 

The use of mobile technologies while providing a sense of immediacy in time and place, 

also enable multiple themes that emerge organically through the experiences of the 

witnesses and survivors. This feature gives the i-doc a fluid form that is not achievable in a 

linear documentary. Since new content can potentially be uploaded ad infinitum, the 
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collaborative documentary becomes a constantly mutating entity. Nash (2014, p. 388) argues 

that the ability to record, reveal or preserve through web-documentary has an expanded 

social function that broadens traditional television documentary’s mimetic ability. While this 

medium previously rendered ‘some aspects of reality in the form of visual image’, the 

inclusion of new forms of evidence can be organised and accessed in novel and multifarious 

ways. Nash believes that the development of participatory web-docs ‘facilitates a 

convergence between document and documentary through its archiving potential’. Basically, 

whatever can be digitized, can be stored. Nash asserts that ‘[w]ith multiple ways in which to 

store and structure not only moving images but also artifacts, simulations, recollections and 

conversations, the database as archive expands documentary’s mimetic function’ (p. 388). 

 

Sandy Storyline’s commitment to participation through media (text, photos, short video and 

short audio clips) includes over 250 individual stories. In an attempt to address this potential 

miasma of material, the producers feature an extensive list of conceptual categories listed 

across four rows in alphabetical order that connect the user with themes and subjects. The 

categories grow from the participants’ own stories, supporting a communication system that 

supports shared human experience. Themes often found in post-conflict stories, such as 

trauma, displacement, survival, tragedy, fear and hope are listed alongside subject related 

categories such as pets, phones and slumlords. Each topic is a live link taking the user to a 

section dedicated to that theme. Narrative construction and hence meaning-making is highly 

dependent on choices made with fragmented, user-created micro-narratives that are linked 

thematically according to the ever-expanding database and hence content possibilities.  
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My experience with Sandy Storyline began, as with the other exemplars, at the homepage.  

Unlike the Prisons Memory Archive, but in a similar fashion to First World War: The Story 

of a Global Conflict, it included a brief overarching narrative in text form that explains the 

event. While at the homepage, I could engage with twelve pragmatic and aspirational feature 

story links and three main organising links, ‘Locations’, ‘Storyline’ and ‘Media’. I was also 

invited to ‘make my voice heard’ by following links that enabled me to upload my story. I 

did not need to do my own recording as I was provided with alternative methods such as 

telephone, meaning that I could simply call a number and someone would record me. 

 

I was intrigued to follow the storyline called ‘Night of the Storm’. It was difficult to find, as 

it was listed with 120 other possible storylines. Once at ‘Night of the Storm’ I could read 

and listen to stories with photos or watch a video clip. I chose Gene Burke, an elderly man 

who told his story to a volunteer recording on mobile phone. Gene describes the storm as ‘a 

monster’ with water rising in his home. He describes the feeling of isolation and fear as his 

services were cut, then elation as emergency services finally found him. Gene’s on-going 

issue is the lack of restoration, a problem compounded significantly by his advanced age. 

Unfortunately the story stops there, without a resolution. I could further the experience of 

‘no power’ by going to the story of Sheri and her three dogs, however, having followed 

Gene’s story thus far, I was more interested in finding out what happened to him. After 

some searching, I was unable to find out anything further, as Gene’s story simply stopped. 

Gene’s story is one of isolation, vulnerability and fear, a theme common in post-conflict 

stories, especially so for the elderly. According to Konvisser (2016, p. 3) ‘there is great 



 108 

value for trauma survivors to be able to tell their stories, as we have learned from Holocaust 

survivors who have documented and shared their life stories’, however effective post-

conflict storytelling also relies not only the survivor being able to tell their story, but in the 

story being heard by supportive others. This is so valuable insights can be gained to help 

sufferers through and after the recover process (p. 1). Stories also engage mind and heart. 

According to Senehi (2002, p. 52), ‘[t]hrough storytelling and other cultural rituals, 

information and argument is conveyed, but gains added power through the emotional impact 

of the story that is sensed and felt by participants.’ Loosing the thread of Gene's story 

lessened the emotional connection previously established. As a result the narrative, designed 

to foster community building, became diluted in the challenge to find an end to the story. 

The narrative style in this instance lacked a sense of closure, resulting in the project’s 

purpose of hope, remaining unfulfilled. 

 

The Sandy Storyline experience is comprehensive and broad, presenting a range of 

navigational challenge. The material is so vast and so extensively organised into lists of 

categories, that I often lost the thread of the many narratives. At times I found the plethora 

of categories bewildering and I became lost in the extensive sub-menus. As a consequence, 

themes of place, time and survival became lost in the options. Additionally, despite the 

producer’s political assertion to draw attention to climate change, I found no information 

linking this natural disaster to science associated with changing weather conditions or 

relevance to this area. Subsequently, I found it lacked the locative dramatic sensation of 

being in situ that the Prisons Memory Archive interviews provided, even though many of the 
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stories in Sandy Storyline are recorded in disaster zones. Nor did I find in this i-doc the 

expert sources evident in First World War: The Story of a Global Conflict.  For me, the 

problem was the volume of information resulting in too much text to read, too many stories 

to hear, too many photos to see resulting in the message became lost. The idea of 

community diminished and my enthusiasm for on-going engagement lessened. My 

experience became one of fragmentation, rather than an evolving sense of recovery and 

community. Although I was frustrated by the organisation of the i-doc, the use of social 

media and innovative communication technologies provided a sense of authentic 

representation and immediacy, which enhanced the sense of place and time and effect on the 

community and individual. Users are able to share many of the stories in the database 

through social media, including Facebook, Twitter and Google and through this further 

networking, raise awareness of the plight of the people involved in this disaster. 

 

Looking to the development of 26 Days: The Battle of Coral Balmoral, an oral history 

methodology rather than a social media based ad hoc approach could lessen the information 

overload by providing an organising methodology. Certainly, the immediacy of social media 

technologies with its instant impact of getting the message out quickly and easily is a 

deliberate decision made by the producers of Sandy Storyline, yet without an organising 

framework, the narrative experience risks becoming a set of random choices and is in danger 

of becoming a difficult user experience. The ultimate result is that narratives become diluted 

and loose their relationship with the user. A more considered approach using oral history as 

a basis for framing categories provides a more user-friendly experience. 
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As with Prisons Memory Archive and First World War, Sandy Storyline demonstrates the 

importance of time and place as key story design elements. Sandy Storyline capitalises on 

sharing experience close to the event, while Prisons Memory Archive curates particular 

forms of memory by virtue of the amount of time that has passed since ‘the Troubles’. 26 

Days: The Battle of Coral Balmoral shares with Prisons Memory Archive a similar reflective 

style as the veterans’ look back over time, however, unlike Prisons Memory Archive, the life 

history approach applied in the interview process, enabled a deeper, contextual reflection of 

the event and impact in their lives. The veterans recall not only their Vietnam War 

experience, but also their life prior to the war and the years after. While thematic elements 

relating to cultural memory are drawn from reflection over 40 years, the title itself, ‘26 Days’ 

suggest story events encapsulated in a specific time period. These two ‘time’ factors indicate 

a need to design a story framework that reflects these different time periods.  

 

As discussed in Chapter Two, the Coral Balmoral memories are cloaked in and bound within 

national narratives that have been forged through time, indicating the treatment of time, as a 

narrative device requires careful consideration. The combination of life-story and military 

interview method applied during the initial Coral Balmoral oral history interviews enables a 

fuller, richer style of interview that takes into account a reasonably ‘whole picture’ of the 

person’s life, and how a veteran has experienced and negotiated multiple forms of change 

over time. The Coral Balmoral veteran community continues to struggle with the traumatic 

events of the battle and the on-going moral injury of cultural memory. As a community, 

their goal in telling their story is to generate discussion with the wider Australian 
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community so that respect and acknowledgment can occur, as evidenced by their 

involvement in the initial oral history project, subsequent television documentary, 

application for the award of Unit Citation for Gallantry and their on-going support for this 

interactive documentary project. The participatory mode of interactivity offers the potential 

for on-going, evolving discussions through social media technologies. Sandy Storyline 

embraces this feature by creating, through mobile technologies and social media, a way in 

which witnesses/survivors are able to contribute their story.  Similarly, a participatory 

facility in 26 Days: The Battle of Coral Balmoral project can create for veterans, who are 

willing, an opportunity to contribute to the on-going narrative. In this way, participatory 

mode enables the story of the Battle of Coral Balmoral to become a living, organic form of 

history.  

 

3.4 Conclusion 
 
The aim of this chapter was to increase understanding as to how interactive documentary 

enables authorship and agency. Accordingly, this chapter explored how documentary voice 

is represented in interactive documentary by examining post-conflict storytelling in 

exemplar post-conflict i-docs. Gaudenzi’s modes of interactivity were applied to the 

exemplars to gain an understanding of the influence various ‘types’ of interactivity has on 

storytelling.  

 

Critical analysis also identified gaps in current practice, which opened the potential to 

expound the oral history interactive documentary creative practice strategy offered in this 
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research. That is, the interaction between oral history, documentary and interactive 

documentary supports storytelling strategies and design choices in the development of a 

creative practice strategy and model for authentic telling of stories of war and conflict. This 

examination points to obvious synergies such as a witness interview approach, but also to 

new possibilities concerning database design and organisation. One that extends beyond 

current practice in post-conflict storytelling to an oral history interactive documentary 

(OHID) creative strategy that allows users a multi-faceted, affective encounter with a range 

of subjects and evidence put forward in collaboration with the Coral Balmoral veteran 

community.  

 

Finally, this analysis presented an intellectual and practice challenge, with each exemplar, in 

its own way, providing opportunities to understand and develop approaches to telling multi-

narrative, complicated stories of war and trauma. The following chapter draws from the 

analysis of these post-conflict exemplar i-docs in the formulation of an OHID creative 

strategy and its application in the development of 26 Days: The Battle of Coral Balmoral. 
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CHAPTER FOUR - DEVELOPING AN OHID 
 

 
 
 
4.0 Introduction 
 
This chapter details the creative practice in the development of 26 Days: The Battle of Coral 

Balmoral oral history interactive documentary as a factual storytelling method and practice. 

The i-doc can be experienced by going to:  

www.fsbcoral.org 

 

Importantly, this chapter links the creative work to the research problem and question 

detailed in Chapter One, the development of scholarly frameworks discussed in Chapter 

Two, and the establishment of current practice and the absence of work that responds to this 

research’s questions and problem in Chapter Three. These previous chapters serve to 

illustrate how and why I sought to develop a creative practice that would produce a new and 

more egalitarian approach to factual storytelling for war veterans. In these chapters, I 

explained my own experience as an oral history based documentary filmmaker, situating this 

practice in the fields of oral history, documentary film and post-conflict storytelling. I then 

examined interactive documentary as an emergent form of post-conflict storytelling. Armed 

with new knowledge I examined relevant exemplars to identify methods and practice of 

representation and rhetoric. In doing so, I sought insights into how oral history might be 

‘reimagined’ in interactive form.  
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As is typical of practice-led research, reflection-in-action is part of the process, and this is 

integrated into each stage of development. Reflection is supported by a working on-line 

journal in the form of a Facebook blog that I initiated as a reflective activity during the 

creative practice process. I wrote the blog concurrent to experimentation, development and 

production of the practice. It comprised both practical and theoretical elements including 

notes on new technical tools as I was learning them, content from tutorials and notes from i-

docs that for a variety of reasons attracted my attention such as cinematic style or narrative 

structure. I also included methodologies and theories that furthered my understanding of 

interactive documentary and could become part of applied practice. The intention was to 

record ideas, test theories, chronicle discoveries and examples, problem solve and record 

feedback from my supervisors. As a map of progress, over time it became an important part 

of my researcher’s journey, which grew to serve as a connective link between the creation of 

the OHID and this exegesis.  

 

4.1 Aim and Target Audience 
 
The purpose for developing the oral history interactive documentary, as discussed in Chapter 

One, followed the screening of The Battle of Fire Base Coral television documentary. After 

receiving responses from veterans concerning issues of representation and voice, my aim in 

this doctoral work was to facilitate a creative process ‘that focussed on voice and self-

representation in opposition to hierarchical media as a forum for privileged voices’ (Mitchell 

2015). This research combines my established oral history based documentary film practice 

with interactive documentary within a co-creative framework that leads to a creative 
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approach for authoritative storytelling that meets the needs of the Coral Balmoral veteran 

community. The needs of this community are anchored in their need to speak and be heard 

on their own terms and in their own words, rather than through an intermediary. Their quest 

is political as their agenda is to challenge the hegemonic discourses they have lived with 

since coming home from the Vietnam War. In telling their story they seek justice and 

recognition, leading to healing. Understanding the characteristics of interactive documentary 

and potential synergy with oral history and documentary film as methods and forms of 

storytelling that support marginalised and post-conflict groups, provided the framework for 

developing the theoretical assumptions and creative component of this research. The result 

was the creation of 26 Days: The Battle of Coral Balmoral, an oral history interactive 

documentary utilising modes and strategies as discussed in Chapter Three.  

 

The project prioritises co-creation and collaboration with the Coral Balmoral veterans as a 

‘positive designation for this type of media production arrangement’ (Rose 2017). Co-

creation, according to Rose (p. 38) refers to the collaborations that emerge as a result of the 

relationship between media producer, subject and user. As co-creators, the Coral Balmoral 

veteran community is positioned, in Rose’s definition as both subject and user.  In this sense, 

the veterans are collaborators and target audience in view of the fact that throughout the oral 

history interview process, and anecdotal evidence gleaned at various unit reunions, the 

veterans indicated an incomplete understanding of the battle. As previously discussed, this 

military engagement involved many military units and sub-units operating over a significant 

timeframe in 56 small and larger actions over 26 days, resulting in many and different 
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accounts of actions involved in this conflict. Committing to opening up these storylines 

serves to establish the various narratives, create avenues to new knowledge, dispel myths 

and act as a form of expression.  

 

A secondary target audience, in line with the veterans’ aim of recognition is a broad general 

audience, as transferring knowledge of the veterans’ experiences to a wider audience is also 

part this project’s imperative. This audience includes the broader Coral Balmoral community 

including family, friends and those working with this community, such as mental health 

professionals and educators. Others attracted to this i-doc include those interested in 

Australian military history, Vietnam War history, socio-historical documentary, students and 

academics. 

 

4.2 Setting-up a Co-Creation Collaborative Group 
 
Mandy Rose (Aston, Gaudenzi, Rose 2007, p. 40) explored co-creation as a strategy for 

activism based on her concern with  ‘production strategies that can engage counter publics – 

groups contesting hegemonic discourse or power structures – as co-creators.’  Rose believes 

that ‘collaboration between media-makers and the public is a necessary method in particular 

for reflecting marginalised and disenfranchised viewpoints and experiences’, and questions 

how those on the ‘wrong side of the participation gap have agency within the public space of 

media’. Rose recognises that while some groups are able to access inexpensive media 

producing tools and platforms, many remain excluded from developing their own media 

because of their lack of technical and editorial expertise. She argues that interactive 
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documentary can be a ‘platform for convening dialogue between documentary subjects and 

audiences’, and suggests that ‘forms of shared editorial control can enable media making for 

change.’ Rose (p. 41) makes a compelling argument for those who are marginalised and 

disenfranchised, reasoning that collaboration between those who are able to make media and 

the public is a necessary method for reflecting viewpoints and experiences. 

 

One example of an activist project that bridges the ‘participation gap’ is Quipu where a 

communication and outreach system was created that enabled participants to add their story, 

listen to others’ story, while broader political context provided better understanding of the 

issue. Cahal McLaughlin also writes about and demonstrates in The Prisons Memory 

Archive the benefit of commencing a conflict and trauma storytelling project within a 

collaborative ethos. McLaughlin believes collaboration enables sharing of the story’s 

authorship. McLaughlin’s collaborative style is designed to empower the participant through 

community-based oral history methods and continued involvement through production. He 

argues this protocol maintains the integrity of the author by removing the ‘inevitable power 

imbalance in the production of audio-visual stories’ (Mairs and McLaughlin 2012, p. 33). 

Establishing a culture of collaboration with the Coral Balmoral veterans was an easy 

commitment, as my own oral history and documentary creative practice is based on 

collaborative strategies similar to McLaughlin’s in terms of setting up advisory groups and 

involving subjects as far as practically possible during production. To this extent I set up 

two advisory groups, the Facebook group and the key veteran advisory group.  
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This project’s co-creative collaborative group consisted of key veteran advisors drawn from 

those who advised me during the initial oral history and documentary film project. Having 

developed and maintained a strong working relationship through that project, I called on 

them once more to act in this capacity during the development of the 26 Days: The Battle of 

Coral OHID. Two of my most important original collaborators had passed away by the time 

this project commenced. Alan Parr assisted me in the place of Garry Prendergast for 1RAR 

Coral Reunion Group, and Trevor Bryant of 102 Battery, 12 Field Regiment took on the role 

left by Robert Costello. My key veteran advisors were: 

• Alan Parr Mortar Platoon 1 Royal Australian Regiment 

• George Hulse, 1 Field Squadron, Royal Australian Engineers 

• Denis Hare, 104 Signals, Royal Australian Signal Corps 

• Ian Ahearn of 102 Battery, 12 Field Regiment, Royal Australian Artillery 

• Trevor Bryant, 102 Battery, 12 Field Regiment, Royal Australian Artillery  

• Lachlan Irvine, 3 Royal Australian Regiment  (representing Fire Support Patrol 

Balmoral) 

• John Dyson, A Squadron, 3 Royal Australian Cavalry Regiment,  

 

This group of veterans represents a cross-section of military units at Fire Support Patrol 

Bases Coral and Balmoral. Having these veterans as collaborators broadens the scope and 

deepens the knowledge base for the project. Since this group are scattered all over Australia, 

email was the usual form of communication. We did not meet as a group because of 

geographical difficulty, instead we corresponded either as a group on more general matters 
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and then via individual email as more specific unit related topics emerged. This system of 

communication worked well for the duration of the project and remains ongoing. To 

introduce this group to the idea and possibilities of interactive documentary, I wrote to them 

via email, explaining i-docs and their purpose and how this form might enable the whole 

story of the Battle of Coral Balmoral to be told. I indicated that all veterans who provided 

oral histories could be heard. I provided links to Sandy Storyline (2012) and World War 1: 

The Story of a Global Conflict (2014) for the veterans to experience the possibilities of 

telling their story through an i-doc. I received positive responses and encouragement from 

all members of the key advisory group. 

 

4.2.1 The Coral Balmoral Facebook Group 
 
As previously discussed the Battle of Coral Balmoral Facebook page is a closed group, set-

up as a form of on-going communication and record for the veterans and their families.  

 

Battle of Coral Facebook site can be found at: 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/577768285737827/?ref=bookmarks 

 

During the development of 26 Days: The Battle of Coral Balmoral, I drew on this group as a 

wider co-creative community. Through the Facebook group, the veterans brought ongoing 

voice in addition to the original oral history interviews, providing immeasurable value. The 

co-operation provided by this community cannot be underestimated. I noticed responses and 

suggestions from the Facebook group were slightly different to those coming out of the oral 
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history interviews. This is unsurprising given the difference in medium and mode; oral 

history interviews are oral and conducted in interview style in an unmediated or edited ‘live’ 

environment, while Facebook responses and contributions are text which tends toward a 

shorter, more casual vernacular, and is self-edited by the writer and without time frames. 

The message and major points of discussion were the same as those coming out of the oral 

histories, but generally delivered in a more forthright manner. This was encouraging because 

it solidified my understanding of the circumstances surrounding the events of their story and 

the telling of the story. Facebook contributions uploaded by veterans also allowed for the 

smaller stories that veterans wanted included, and these provided me with additional 

direction for inclusions. 

 

The function of the Facebook group expanded to also become a forum for discussion about 

story inclusions, story structure, graphics and visual ideas. For example, during the 

production phase, I routinely uploaded media assets in order to seek advice and approval 

from the group. These included music video clips, or unit page design for immediate 

comment, for example. Within hours I would receive comments and suggestions, rendering 

the process timely, generating engagement and enthusiasm from the contributing veterans. 

Another function was seeking information on different stories or smaller military units that 

had not been featured in the television documentary. This group also provided feedback at 

prototype testing stage. 
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As the i-doc evolved to a prototype, I again sought feedback from this wider group. The aim 

was to test, gain feedback and based on that feedback, make alterations. I engaged in this 

review/response cycle through the Facebook community twice. The purpose was to ascertain 

what the veterans’ think of how their story is presented, provide a space for feedback and 

response and finally ‘go live’ to the general public. I found this feedback loop invaluable in 

providing input, which enabled structural re-alignments and direction. I was then able to 

pinpoint the pivotal story moments, as the veterans saw them, which helped build the 

narrative. This group also provided additional photographs, textual anecdotes, poetry, songs 

and links to ‘unprogrammed data’ including unit association websites and the Australian 

War Memorial website. As I uploaded the clips and graphic design into Facebook for their 

comment, the veterans corrected and suggested alternatives resulting in some media assets 

returning back to editing for variation. This was, at times, time-consuming but not difficult.  

On a personal level, I found the contact and negotiation with the veterans incredibly 

satisfying on many levels. I enjoyed the discovery process and finding new material and 

‘fitting’ all the pieces together into a story with the people who were actually there. This is 

one of the challenges and delights when working with eyewitnesses. I was also challenged 

creatively in developing assets in a digital environment with the veterans, which expanded 

my technical skills and growth as a creative artist. 

 

During some stages of development, however, I realised that despite my commitment to co-

creative practice, I wanted some degree of control over the final decision-making. This 

became evident as I worked through the data entry and design stages, when I needed to 
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make decisions so the project could be finalised. These decisions were editorial, but at times 

technically influenced. I needed to make decisions regarding what could and could not be 

achieved given my knowledge and skills, and also the software’s capacity. That’s not to say 

the process became authorial, as negotiations still occurred prior to most decisions, and this 

worked well with the two advisory groups. There was one occasion, however, where I made 

a firm editorial choice and this related to graphic photos of dead North Vietnamese Army 

enemy soldiers. War dead can frequently have suffered horrific wounds and in this battle it 

was compounded by the Australian use of splintex, a one-inch metal dart. With 7,600 darts 

in one shell it was a devastating weapon on the human body and one that greatly contributed 

to the defence of Fire Support Patrol Base Coral.  I also received photos by email from 

Australian and US veterans depicting enemy bodies lying where they fell and being 

bulldozed into mass graves. 

 

Figure 4.0 Close-up of a splintex dart used at Fire Support Base Coral. 
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The question of whether or not to publish these photographs in the i-doc required careful 

consideration as the effect on the families of the dead, on both sides, would be stressful for 

them and regarded as disrespectful. In 2011 Calvert and Torres (p. 88), asked the same 

question while discussing the ethics and law of publishing battlefield photographs of dead or 

dying American soldiers during the war in Afghanistan. According to Calvert and Torres, 

whether or not to publish, while a simple question, is far more complex in the answering. 

Wartime death-scene images provoke debates around national security, censorship, truth, 

reality, respect for the individual and personal rights over one’s own image, even in death.  

The photographer who took the photograph of Joshua Bernard, the dying marine at the 

centre of the controversy which is the catalyst for Calvert and Torres discussion, argued 

publication on basis of an ethical obligation to tell the ‘truth’, stating that ‘[d]eath is a part of 

life and most certainly a part of war. Isn't that why we're [photographers] here? To document 

for now and for history the events of this war?’ (Covert and Torres 2011, p. 87). In contrast, 

Bernard’s family, clearly stressed by the death of their son, which was exacerbated with the 

publication of the photograph, felt it ‘disrespectful to his memory’. This polarity of opinion 

highlights tensions in community expectations, as what is acceptable in some sections of the 

community is not acceptable in others.  

 

In Australia, prohibited and potentially prohibited online content, is regulated by the Online 

Content Scheme in Schedules 5 and 7 of the Broadcasting Services Act 1992. Prohibited and 

potentially prohibited content is determined by reference to the classification guidelines and 

classification categories in the National Classification Scheme and although showing dead 
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bodies is not specifically referenced, the Scheme restricts content ‘likely to cause offence to 

a reasonable adult; or are unsuitable for a minor to see or read’. Considering the target 

audiences, both veteran and general, and the potentially stressful effect these photographs 

might have, I believed these to be too graphic for veterans suffering Post Traumatic Stress as 

they may act as an emotional or psychological trigger. I also felt that these images were not 

appropriate for children to view and since this project could easily become a research 

vehicle for family history or school history, I made a decision not to include these photos. 

 
 
4.3 Designing a Narrative and Interactive Strategy 

 
Having completed the military life history interviews and set-up the veteran collaborative 

co-creation groups, the next step was to devise a strategy for cohesive, multi-layered and 

faceted storytelling that supported the veterans’ struggle for voice. The advice from the 

Coral Balmoral community and post-conflict storytelling research suggested this project 

required a strategy that embraced many voices, yet remained partially editorialised in order 

to provide documentary voice (Nichols 2001). Discussions with the key veteran advisors 

confirmed the main concerns that had already been revealed in the oral histories. Firstly, that 

historical accuracy was paramount to this community as it underpins the tension between 

memory and recorded history that has frequently been part of their post-war legacy.  

Secondly, the key advisors indicated a need for the individual soldier to be heard within the 

larger story of Coral Balmoral. This meant devising a narrative strategy that placed the 

individual within the battle experience, and given the extent of cultural factors influencing 

the Coral Balmoral story, the narrative strategy also needed to contextualise the veterans’ 
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stories beyond the battle itself. This included their treatment upon return to Australia in 1969 

leading to their present day discontent. The oral history interviews revealed themes of 

loyalty, betrayal, mateship and trauma framed within ideas of masculinity and national 

identity tied to the Anzac legend. Encompassing these themes into a narrative that connects 

audiences with the historical subject while engendering a degree of empathy required a 

conceptual storytelling approach that located the individual veteran within a larger 

discussion of private and public memory, and between the individual and the nation. 

 

The narrative and interactive strategy also needed to encourage a progressive interactive 

environment that avoids overpowering users with a seemingly impenetrable amount of 

material, which could in turn, obscure the nuance of the story and thus the purpose of the 

documentary. Mandy Rose warns that designing i-docs without a narrative logic can be 

problematic. Such i-docs risk becoming ‘information for information’s sake, [given that] i-

docs still need a narrative coherency’ (i-docs 2013). I was also mindful of Screen Australia’s 

definition that an overarching narrative point of view distinguishes an i-doc from a database. 

Castells (2012) also reiterated that the creation of an interactive documentary is the same as 

a linear documentary; the story is key. It must also be entertaining and informative and, as 

Sue Maslin (Film Art Media 2012) points out, the story should be organised, efficient and 

educational. The ability to explore critical information and stimulate user engagement are 

key aspects of an interactive documentary, and critical analysis from Chapter Three suggests 

these are made possible through the different modes of browsing and interaction.  
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Castells (2012 p. 12-13) recognises modes of navigation and interaction to be key elements, 

as they function to focus the users’ ‘relationships with different realities’. It is where the 

user ‘takes control of the narrative of the story’ (p. 13). Castells proposes a balance between 

navigation and interaction modes. Exemplar i-docs, analysed in terms of Gaudenzi’s four 

modes, revealed useful types of interactive strategies providing a way forward for the 

development of the three tier OHID Storytelling Strategy (Fig. 4.1). I quickly came to the 

conclusion that this complex and complicated story required the advantages of broad-based 

contextual storytelling to support narrative coherence and rhetoric, which I knew from 

experience, could be drawn from the oral histories and presented in a documentary style. 

Secondly, the storytelling and oral histories had to support polyvocality as part of its 

function so that veterans are able to tell of their experience and express a point of view, 

without becoming inaccessible or detached from the broader story being told. Lastly, the 

synthesis of orality and documentary had to have a participatory function that provides 

veterans not previously interviewed and interested others, to be involved in storytelling. This 

meant devising a means for a storytelling system that could facilitate a multi-faceted 

conversation among the subject community and with audiences, and also enable ‘dialogue 

through a combination of digital and material platforms and methods’ (Rose in Aston, 

Gaudenzi, Rose 2007, p. 62). 

 

Drawing from these examples, I concluded that a hybrid hypertext and participatory mode of 

interactivity offered this project the greatest potential for integrating the degree of multi-

linearity required to tell the scope and complexity of the ‘bigger’ Coral Balmoral story.  
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In order to move this strategy forward, I required a platform that enabled me to design and 

build an interactive framework that met these expectations. My next step was to review 

interactive documentary software. Choosing authoring software was a matter of researching 

the available programmes and testing how each operated and what it offered in terms of 

interactivity. Prior to testing, I made a list of what I required from this software: 

• Reliability: must be on going beyond the development of the project, and the public 
must be able to access it. 

 
• Interface: must be compatible with my current operating system.   

• Functionality: What does it allow me to do interactively (hypertext and participatory 
mode) and how does it allow me to construct meaning? Does the software enable 
veterans to contribute? 

 
• Asset Building: What assets, such as audio, video and graphics does it support and in 

what format?  
 
• Creator’s Ease of Use: How easy is this software to use?  

• Support: Is there user support including common-sense instructions and online ‘how 
to’ clips. 

 
• Cost: What is the cost? As an unfunded project, was the cost going to limit 

production? 
 

 

The i-doc.org website dedicate a section to reviewing current interactive documentary 

software and I found this invaluable as it listed and reviewed the current offerings of 

relevant software. Both Korsakow and Klynt are ‘“second-wave software” the kind of 

graphical-user interface (GUI) based media software or authoring application that isn’t 

predicated on a high level of technical expertise’ (Soar M. 2014, p. 156). Reviews suggested 
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Korsakow and Klynt software were the most widely used at this time and, as both were 

affordable, I set about comparing the two systems by experimenting with the free download 

‘test’ versions. Korsakow was the first authoring tool I reviewed. Florian Thalhofer, a 

Berlin-based media artist, invented Korsakow over ten years ago. The Korsakow website 

describes it as ‘an open-source application for creating web docs and other kinds of 

nonlinear, interactive narratives’ (Korsakow, 2016). Some of Thalhofer’s own work, 

developed using Korsakow, include LoveStoryProject (2003) and Planet Galata (2010).  

 

The Korsakow software is based on ‘smallest narrative units’ (SNUs); media units are 

imported into the software where they can be linked by keywords.	The user is able to follow 

a variety of navigational paths according to the associative word links programmed into the 

database. Units are tagged with strings of key words, so while viewing a clip the programme 

searches for associated key words. Writing accurate, associative and interesting key words 

and tags is paramount as it provides the construction. Projects are therefore based on how 

the metadata is organised.  

 

My experiments with Korsakow were without incident. I was able to import video clips and 

still images and apply associated keywords. I was not confident my project could be 

completed in Korsakow though, as the level of complication was problematic without 

having a background in IT or programmer’s language. I thought the user interface was not 

intuitive enough for a novice, probably reflecting my lack of experience in this area and my 

filmmaker’s background and language more than the programme itself. Korsakow could 
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have become more ‘intuitive’ for me if it included language more attuned to film industry 

editor and director’s language, and perhaps keyboard shortcuts that align with popular 

keyboard shortcuts found in Apple’s Final Cut Pro, Media Composer  (AVID) and Adobe 

suite post production and visual effects programmes. 

 

Klynt was the second ‘road test’. According to their website, Klynt ‘is an editing and 

publishing tool that allows filmmakers to create non-linear and interactive stories easily and 

without the need to use a programmer.’ Designed to suit the creative needs of journalists and 

filmmakers the programme allows the exploration of multi-narrative storytelling on the 

internet. Similar to Korsakow, Klynt allowed me to create non-linear and interactive stories 

without having to engage a software programmer. It was easy to download and completely 

compatible with my operating system. 

 

Klynt projects are created manually by linking the material, which gave me the ability to 

map and link story and content in a multi-linear hypertext structure. Klynt moves away from 

linear editing strategies used in film production to a non-linear storyboard style interface, 

which is populated by nodes (see Fig. 4.2). A node is a basic unit within a structure that 

contains data, and may be linked to other nodes. In Klynt each node is a container of 

content, into which different types of medias can be imported, allowing for the inclusion of 

assets such as photographs, letters, video clips, audio clips and maps, suggesting that any 

content that can be digitised, can be included. Nodes become ‘pages’ when published in web 

form (see Fig 4.4). Nodes can also be linked to outside URLs, which meant I could link to 
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websites of interest such as the Australian War Memorial and online veteran associations. 

The ability to link with outside URLs also provides access to social media, creating a 

participatory function that enables veterans to contribute their story. In this way, Klynt 

supports the project’s collaborative, authorial and egalitarian storytelling objectives.  

 

Nodes can be arranged and grouped into ecosystems according to requirements, which 

allows for multiple points of view and additional information that could not be included in 

the television documentary and previously relegated to the ‘cutting room floor’. The 

addition of nodes within ecosystems allows for multi-layers of content to be created and 

linked together according to storytelling needs. Nodes build into a mind map of the project’s 

narrative scheme, which in turn, provide the navigational choices available to the user. 

Media producers can therefore choose how to present their story, ranging from limited 

structures, such as First World War: The Story of a Global Conflict, that guide the user, or to 

completely ‘open’ navigational structure, such as Sandy Storyline. Having tested various 

narrative features and navigational structures offered in Klynt, I felt confident I could build a 

model that incorporated a hybrid hypertext and participatory mode of interactivity with an 

affective oral history database. 
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Figure 4.2   Early experiments in Klynt. Here, I am experimenting with nodes and linkages. The 
Story node (right bottom, green) includes five of the seven story parts forming an ecosystem around 
it. This early version quickly evolved as my practice continued. See Figure 5.2 for a comparison of 
how the oral history database evolved after consultation and review with the collaborative groups.  
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The OHID Model is an organisational map that implements the OHID Storytelling Strategy 

in a multilinear hypertext structure. The OHID Model was developed by experimenting with 

combinations of nodes, ecosystems and linkages anchored to a database node holding the 

oral history interviews. Part of the three-tiered approach to storytelling relies on each 

individual veteran being able to tell his story, so the oral history database needed to be 

organised in such a way as to make access easy and logical. The process of organising the 

interviews into accessible, user-friendly fields of exploration began with the more obvious 

and logical starting point of organising through military unit and sub-unit. Veterans are 

organised into these groups militarily through their service, and then socially through 

various associations and organisations, so it was a logical starting point for this community. 

Another obvious organising method was to enable the ability to search veterans by name, 

which is a feature of Prison Memory Archive. Borrowing again from Prison Memory 

Archive and Sandy Storyline projects, I also included the capacity to search the oral histories 

by conceptual categories as I felt this focus on specific topics and themes, as evidenced in 

the oral history interviews, mattered to the veterans.  

 

Some of these themes related to national narratives previously discussed in Chapter Two, 

and were part of the broader story of Coral Balmoral, while others related to battlefield 

themes such as mateship and loss. I also found in Klynt that I could annotate each individual 

oral history along a timeline according to chosen key words or phrases, which allowed me to 

focus on thematic topics more specifically. I was then able to group these key words into a 

search category, similar to Sandy Storyline, which linked back with the broad-based story or 
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the individual oral history. The benefit of the annotation capability is that it allowed me to 

create shortcuts to specific topics, rather than the user having to watch a whole oral history 

interview.  

 

Also, post-conflict i-doc exemplars suggested that organising according to time and space is 

a key narrative device, with Prisons Memory Archive organised according to spatial 

significance. The Battle of Coral Balmoral was a military action that occurred over 26 days, 

so action over time suggested a broad-based storytelling organising structure. Counter-

intuitively, this imposed linearity similar to the television documentary narrative structure. 

However, First World War: The Story of a Global Conflict i-doc demonstrated that stories 

defined by timeframes, and structured accordingly, are able to offer narrative cohesiveness 

and multi-linear possibilities. I therefore experimented in Klynt, using time as a narrative 

device by dividing the Coral Balmoral story into seven story parts based on analysis of the 

oral histories. 

 

The oral history interviews demonstrated that the veterans frame their story based on 

significant events or actions in time. For example, if asked to tell their story, the veterans 

rarely commence the story in the middle of their 26 days at Fire Support Patrol Base Coral. 

Rather, they commence their story with the fly-in on day one, 12th May 1968, because the 

insertion into the area, fraught with ‘stuff-ups’6 began their experience. This is not to say 

that all veterans remember all the same events, nor do they recall all events as significant. 

                                                
6	A	‘stuff-up’	is	Australian	colloquial	language	that	means,	error.		
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They tend to remember events based on experience gained in their military units, and how it 

affected them. Moreover, not all soldiers experienced all events. For example, most artillery 

veterans I interviewed from 102 Battery, who bore the brunt of the North Vietnamese Army 

frontal attack on the first night, recall this event in great detail. However most ‘gunners’ do 

not recall the second attack and place little significance on the event if they do. In contrast, 

the infantrymen from 1 RAR, most notably A Company who were on the perimeter of the 

base and thus bore the brunt of the second attack, emphasise this as a major event. 

Analysing the oral history interviews allowed for major time line events and thematic topics 

to surface and are the basis for each of the story parts that form the broad-based story tier. 

 

I then considered how the various media assets could contribute to storytelling and the 

chosen themes, in addition to making the user journey more interesting and explorative 

while providing additional learning features. Given that I had collected an enormous amount 

of material over the years and not always in digital form, my task was to consider how I 

could firstly digitise, then present this material. Neither Prisons Memory Archive nor Sandy 

Storyline deviated far from their emphasis on interviews, although some additional assets 

such as photographs are included in the i-docs. As a result these projects do not have the 

volume or depth of assets I was expecting to include. I looked to First World War: The Story 

of a Global Conflict, as it drew from a deep trove of archival materials supplied by the 

Guardian Newspaper and the British Imperial War Museum. As discussed in Chapter Three, 

this project included an ‘interactive page’ that contained additional resources. I found that 

adding an i-page to each story part expanded the available information in each part by 
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additional layers of information. The i-page also enabled linkages back to thematically 

relevant individual oral histories and to the participatory function, via social media 

technologies. 

 

4.5 Participatory Mode of Interactivity and Two-way Conversation 

The inclusion of a participatory mode of interactivity enables the opportunity for veterans 

and interested others to commence a two-way conversation while engaging with the OHID. 

Providing a communication pathway for veterans who were not included in the initial oral 

history interviews to add their voice, if they so wished, was particularly important because it 

opens the opportunity for survivors of traumatic events, to tell their story for healing 

purposes (Senehi 2002). After some additional experimentation and online tutorials, I found 

I could facilitate the participatory mode in Klynt by creating a link to outside URLs, such as 

Facebook and Twitter. Setting up the Coral Balmoral Facebook group some years earlier 

indicated that veterans and their families are active communicators through social media 

platforms. There are now over 500 ‘friends’ on the Coral Balmoral Facebook site, with 

veterans and their family members using this site to connect with one another and share their 

stories. They do this via text, short audio-visual smartphone phone recorded interviews, 

YouTube clips, scanned documents, photographs and music clips. With the Coral Balmoral 

community already communicating via Facebook, it seemed logical to choose Facebook as 

the preferred participatory interactive mode platform.  
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Kate Nash (2014, p. 51) advocates that in interactive documentary, ‘interactivity can be 

conceived of as a multidimensional phenomenon in which the actions of users, documentary 

makers, subjects and technical systems together constitute a dynamic ecosystem’. Designing 

the OHID model (Fig. 4.3) was a major breakthrough, as it provided a framework that 

enabled a sense of narrative and database organisational consistency. Each of the three 

storytelling tiers became a parent node7. Once the anchoring of parent nodes: Enter, Home, 

Story, Oral History and Social Media were established, the model allowed ecosystems to be 

built around each of these key nodes. The development of ecosystems opened up 

possibilities including linkages that take advantage of hypertext and participatory modes of 

voice. The uniqueness of this model is that the two sets of target audiences, veteran 

community and interested other, will not only be ‘speaking’ and ‘listening’, they will be 

interacting and co-creating. In 26 Days: The Battle of Coral Balmoral, together they shape 

and create an active storytelling system. The key is in forming affective relationships within 

and between each ecosystem. These relationships harness the potential of interactive 

documentary to facilitate meaningful vertical and horizontal storytelling systems, ensuring 

that voices from the veteran community are not only enabled but also listened to (Castells 

2013). 

 

The OHID model also aided me to envisage the user journey. The user journey commences 

with entering the i-doc via the parent Enter node, which functions to introduce the OHID 

with opening titles. Users are able to watch a short 30-second video clip introducing the 

                                                
7	A	parent	node	is	a	main	node,	which	provides	a	common	connection	point.		
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Battle of Coral Balmoral, or they have the option to skip and proceed to Home parent node 

where seven story parts, in the form of short video clips, make up an overarching narrative 

similar to the First World War: The Story of a Global Conflict. The short video clips 

function to contextualise and progress each part of the overarching story. After choosing to 

watch the short video, or not, the user can elect to go to the Interactive Page node (i-page) 

via a link. The i-page relates thematically to the relevant story part for narrative coherence. 

The i-page has three functions: to access the oral history database, to access social media for 

participatory purposes, and to provide access to additional content. 

 

The OHID model provided a visual map of the three-tier storytelling system (Fig 4.3). Links 

and navigational pathways became clear providing an uncomplicated and intuitive user 

experience. I also found that the parent Story node and linked interactive page node of the 

model was easily replicated across each story part and allowed for a familiar sense of 

navigation, ensuring ease of user movability around the i-doc. The intuitive nature of the 

model alleviated me of the need to write detailed instructions on how to use this i-doc. 

Confident the model could deliver the different levels of storytelling required for this project, 

I began to develop assets and localise them in the nodes, signaling the development of the 

OHID prototype 26 Days: The Battle of Coral Balmoral. 

 

4.6 OHID Model Application to Prototype  

The following details each of the parent nodes, the surrounding ecosystems in the OHID 

model (Fig. 4.3), and their purpose as a published page in prototype, 26 Days: The Battle of 
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Coral Balmoral.  The prototype can be found at www.fsbcoral.org 

 

     4.6.1 Enter 
 
The first parent node is Enter. The purpose of this node is to provide first contact with the 

user and entry into the OHID.  When published, the Enter page displays the title of the i-doc 

and presents a short introductory ‘teaser’ video clip designed to provide limited information 

about the subject matter and entice the user to explore further. Users are able to skip the 

teaser video clip and go straight to the Home page. The Enter page also includes links to the 

i-doc’s Facebook Group, information that briefly explains the project and a link to music 

video clips, which feature the Coral Song and veteran-penned and performed music video 

clips. These music video clips act as an alternative form of self-expression to the oral history 

interview. 
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Figure 4.4 Screenshot depicting the Enter page designed to provide brief information about the 
subject of the OHID and attract user to enter and find out more. 
 
 
   
   4.6.2 Home 

The Home node is the second parent anchor. This key node holds links to the three-

storytelling tiers, Story, Oral History and Social Media. As such it is pivotal page designed 

to show and offer the user multiple pathways to the story. It does this by presenting the 

seven story parts and its attached i-page. The story parts offer links to the oral histories, 

which can be accessed three different ways via search by veteran name, search by military 

unit, search by theme. The participatory function is also accessed from Home page by URL 

link to the Facebook discussion site. The Home page also offers links through icon buttons 

back to the Enter page, where they can exit the OHID.  As the Home page is pivotal to 

accessing various ecosystems in the OHID, it is denoted on every other page in the OHID by 
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a red and white ‘home’ icon button in the lower right hand corner. If a user gets ‘lost’, they 

are able to reorientate by pressing this button, which will take them back to this page. Using 

a limited set of recognisable icons throughout the i-doc allows for intuitive navigation. 

 

 

Figure 4.5 Screenshot of the homepage depicting choice of seven story parts across the bottom, icon 
links to oral history database, the Enter page and social media. 
 

 
     4.6.3 First Tier Storytelling - Contextual Story 

The Story node is a parent node providing pathways to seven separate story nodes linked to 

seven interactive ‘i-page’ nodes. This hierarchy provides the first tier of storytelling. Each 

story node contains a short video clip telling the broad, general story of the Battle of Coral 

Balmoral. These video clips resemble a linear documentary but are broken into short 

sequences ranging in time from 2.30 minutes to 6.40 minutes. The length of each clip is kept 
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short so as to maintain the user’s interest, while conveying enough information about the 

Coral Balmoral story. Users are able to watch the clips or skip to other options including the 

interactive page attached to the particular story part or other story parts. Each story part is 

produced from the veteran oral history interviews and complimented with additional assets 

including archival film, documents, maps usually found in traditional documentary. As 

previously stated, the story parts were formulated according to the significance placed on 

them by the veteran advisory group, and by the veterans as told to me during the oral history 

interviews. During the development phase of these clips, the veterans emphasised the 

importance of historical accuracy and were forthcoming with new information and 

documents. The seven story parts are organised temporally according to action over time, a 

period spanning 26 days. 

 

Borrowing from life-story oral history methodology, the broader story of Coral Balmoral is 

bookended by cultural influences prior to and post-battle. This includes a brief 

contextualistion of the socio-political climate in Australia in 1967-68 and the veterans’ 

reflective thoughts about the battle and their treatment upon return. This situates the veterans’ 

personal and socio-political situation before going to Vietnam in 1968 and then after, 

providing a fuller, richer understanding of their experience. 

  

The veterans ‘speak’ collectively through the authored, yet co-created broad-based story 

page, which offers a ‘big picture’ historical telling of the Battle of Coral Balmoral in a more 

traditional documentary form. Through selected clips from oral history interviews supported 
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by historical documents and archival film, the user is treated to an accessible narrative that is 

entertaining, factually correct and provides emotional impact. It is designed as the Coral 

Balmoral soldiers’ journey through the socio-cultural climate of late 1960s Australia, 

through to the new Vietnam experiences, the battle with the enemy, the death of mates, the 

after battle relief, ‘strategic victory’, and returning back to Australia.  

 

 

Figure 4.6 Example of story page for part 5 Search & Destroy showing two short video clips. The 
red ‘i’ button on right hand side links to the interactive page. 
 

 

i. Part 1 is the beginning. It introduces the veterans’ life prior to the battle experience 

and introduces social and political perception at that time. This section seeks to 
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showcase a variety of opinion from both ‘Nashos’8 and regular soldiers about the 

Vietnam War and National Service.  

ii. Part 2 signposts the Tet Offensive of January 1968 as the causal event that propelled 

these soldiers to the battle experience. Reviewing the Tet Offensive provides a wider 

political and military context to the ensuing events. 

iii. Part 3 details the fly-in and the overall military strategy and problematic operational 

issues associated with the deployment into Fire Support Patrol Base Coral. This 

ultimately precipitated the unpreparedness of the troops for the first night attack by 

the North Vietnamese Army.  

iv. Part 4 concentrates on the first attack by the North Vietnamese Army on the night 

12/13 May 1968 offering operational and strategic information and eyewitness 

accounts. 

v. Part 5 signals a significant regrouping and change of military strategy. The Taskforce 

then moved to search and destroy tactics. This part also details a second major attack 

on Fire Support Patrol Base Coral by the North Vietnamese Army. 

vi. Part 6 marks the arrival of 3 Squadron, Royal Australian Cavalry, ‘the tanks’ on the 

20th May. With the arrival of the tanks, the Fire Support Patrol Base was 

strengthened and the Taskforce shifted into  ‘general warfare’. This included search 

and destroy missions and the discovery of extensive NVA bunker positions. At this 

time Fire Support Base Balmoral was also established 4.5 kilometres from Fire 

                                                
8	‘Nasho’	is	a	chiefly	Australian	colloquial	term	used	to	describe	a	person	doing	military	national	service.	
National	Service	was	compulsory	military	service	for	young	Australian	men	under	the	National	Service	
Scheme	between	1964	–	1972	(Australian	War	Memorial	2017).	
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Support Base Coral. This part includes the North Vietnamese Army soldiers’ attack 

on Fire Support Patrol Base Balmoral on the 26th May. The story concludes with the 

leaving of Fire Support Patrol Base Coral on the 6 June. 

vii. Part 7 concludes the contextual story with reflection by the veterans on what they 

thought of the battle, how they were received when they eventually returned home 

and the changing political and social climate in 1969. They discuss lessons and the 

legacy of their experience. 

 

     4.6.4 Interactive Page (i-page) 
 

The i-page provides access to more and different kinds of content providing for a deeper, 

richer experience. Each of the i-pages is tailored thematically to its corresponding story part 

and has three functions; to act as a conduit to the oral history database; to encourage user 

participation through social media; to engage the user in additional experiences and 

knowledge through links, artefacts and other content. As such, each i-page is divided into 

three areas grouping the relevant options. For example, a user can access the oral history 

database, denoted by a talking head graphic, to search for a veteran’s oral history interview 

by name or by military unit. Users are invited to ‘join in the conversation’ by engaging with 

topical questions or comments via a dedicated Facebook page by the linking Facebook icon. 

Finally, users can access a timeline of events and other audio-visual content via buttons. The 

user is able to access the interactive page (i-page) via a icon button on the story segment 

page (see Fig. 4.7). 
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Figure 4.7 This example of an i-page shows links to the oral history database (red head) right of 
screen, links to additional information via icons left of screen and links to other story parts along the 
bottom. An external link to Facebook (blue icon) invites users to the Coral Balmoral Facebook group. 
 
 
 
     4.6.5 Additional Content  
 
Additional content is simply an ecosystem linked to the i-page. The veteran community 

largely decided on asset inclusions in this section. Through the collaborative groups, mainly 

working through the Coral Balmoral Facebook group, I simply asked them what they would 

like to include as part of their story. As a result, suggestions and content came flooding 

back. Content inclusion varies in each i-page according to the primary focus of each part and 

inclusions from veterans. It may include a short video clips, links to relevant web sites, 

photos, diagrams, diary entries and additional stories. 
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As the i-doc was developed, additional pages were included according to veterans’ 

suggestions. These included a commemorative page that recognised those soldiers who were 

killed at Fire Support Patrol Bases Coral and Balmoral and a timeline of events over time. 

The veterans are also able to add creative contributions, such as poetry, songs, drawings and 

additional recollections.  These additional art forms guide the user through personal, human 

journeys and experiences to topics that the veterans identified as ones that they particularly 

want users to experience. 

 

During this phase, I struggled at times with the idea that the aim of the project was moving 

away from story telling through oral history and documentary into a mass of choices. I was 

concerned users could easily become lost in the overwhelming amount of information, as 

was my experience with Sandy Storyline. I also questioned how much was the ‘right’ 

amount of content. I questioned whether the i-doc was becoming something of a didactic 

educational tool and no longer the voice of the veterans. Upon reflection of why I am a 

documentary maker and having reviewed Gaza/Sderot (2008) with its focus on humanism, I 

recalled inspirational documentary maker Michael Rabiger (Universidade Lusófona 2013) 

who asserted that ‘as a documentary maker you are chasing the mysteries of reality… what 

is really going on… the surface conceals what is underneath. When you are a documentary 

maker you collect materials and when put the material together, you begin to discover all the 

dimensions there are to the human experience.’ As my research has progressed, I am 

reminded that this subject, like most of my documentary subjects, is about the value and 

agency of human beings, both collectively and individually. I therefore needed to embrace 



 149 

the story of Coral Balmoral, multilayered in its complexities, and acknowledge that it has a 

life beyond the particular dilemma I was attempting to solve. 

 

     4.6.6 Second Tier Storytelling – Individual Storytelling  
 
The Oral History node is also a parent node and acts as the anchor for the database from 

which branch all the veteran oral history interviews.  This node is surrounded by a series of 

ecosystems made up of single nodes acting as a data point for each of the oral history 

interviews. This key node also acts as a connection point that links to military units and sub-

unit ecosystems and conceptual category ecosystems. The organisation and structure of the 

database was designed to provide each veteran with a platform from which to tell their 

individual experience, while providing the user with easy access to the oral histories. Users 

are able to search for individual veterans by name, or they can access veteran stories via 

military unit and sub-unit. Accessing via military unit includes a short story about that unit 

which aids storytelling by contextualising each veteran in their unit during the battle 

experience. The conceptual category ecosystem also sits in the database, linking veterans’ 

recollections and opinion to thematic storytelling.  

 

Designing the interface and linkages between key nodes and developing connecting 

ecosystems was crucial for storytelling to occur. Each of the veteran nodes is published as a 

page that includes the audio-visual oral history, military unit insignia and name (Fig. 4.9). 

Where possible, a service photo of the veteran is included. Often, additional information 

about the unit or the veteran is linked to this page. Veterans are able to tell their story 
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individually through the oral history interviews, which provide personal, point of view 

accounts. It is a way for veterans to have their voices heard ‘on their own terms and in their 

own words, and as equal partners in the project’ (Mitchell 2015). The oral histories are, as 

far as possible inclusive, representing a wide cross-section of the Coral Balmoral veteran 

community.  

 

Figure 4.8 Screen shot of the oral history database nodes and ecosystem. The top row shows military 
unit nodes. The largely populated middle section show nodes holding individual oral histories. The 
bottom (pink) node acts as the central search category nodes: military unit, name, and theme. 
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Figure 4.9 Example of an individual veteran oral history page being developed in Klynt. This page 
profiles Ian Ahearn of 102 Battery, 12 Field Regiment Royal Australian Artillery. The unit’s colours 
red over blue provide the background, while the Battalion’s insignia is featured next to Ian’s name, 
rank and unit. The black buttons provide links to the story of 102 Battery and other artillery stories. 
 

The oral history database has the capacity to grow and evolve with the addition of veteran 

voices facilitated through social media participation. As discussed previously, the oral 

histories were formed into ecosystems to focus attention on the individual veteran’s story, 

which can be accessed by the user through veteran name, military unit and by conceptual 

category.  

 

     4.6.7 Veteran Name 

This search function allows the user to search for an individual by name. The veterans are 

listed alphabetically for ease of search.  Initially this involved adding a link to the Oral 

History Page and creating a series of pages that scrolled down through lists of names. 
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However, upon reviewing the i-docs exemplars I noticed that they all include photos of the 

interviewees, offering a more significant visual relationship between user and veteran. Based 

on this, I subsequently included a still image of each veteran. The result is more engaging as, 

rather than just a name in white font on a black button, the visibility of the veteran’s face 

enables the user to see whom they are accessing. All veterans who took part in the Coral 

Balmoral Oral History and Documentary Project are included in the database. I am able to 

add interviews and extend the database should they become available. 

 

     4.6.8 Military Unit  

As discussed previously, my initial approach to organising the veteran oral history 

interviews in the database was through military unit and then sub-unit. As I developed this 

approach, it became evident that each of the main military unit oral history pages became 

more than a list of names linked to oral histories. Instead the unit pages evolved into a fuller 

story of the individual units and included stories about the unit. This made sense, as the 

individual soldiers are part of their military unit histories, which plays an important role in 

how soldiers and veterans identify themselves militarily and socially. The oral histories 

revealed that loyalty through shared experience in units and sub-units is important part of 

this community’s identity, so these pages, with the assistance of the advisory groups, grew 

to include live links to unit association web site, photos, newsletters and additional story 

information kept in unit histories. As an organising function, they became a linking strategy 

back to the ‘Other’ section on the i-page. 
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     4.6.9 Conceptual Category  

Both the Sandy Storyline and Prisons Memory Archive i-docs enable search functions that 

enable a search by categories under a broad banner called ‘Storylines’. In this section, Sandy 

Storyline lists over 200 categories organised by theme, emotion and practical threads such as 

‘Trauma’, ‘Fear’, ‘Health’ and ‘No Heat’. The Prisons Memory Archive is less extensive and 

focused on specific themes that emerged during the unstructured oral history interviews. 

McLaughlin’s team edited short clips relating to theme from the longer interviews and 

complied these short clips under category headings. Thus, the whole oral history interview 

and the shorter theme related excerpt clips are available to the user. My method was to retain 

the original full-length oral history interview, but include annotations throughout the 

interview timeline, creating links to categories. This is done through markers along the 

timeline using small pop-up windows. These markers provide a short description of the topic 

under discussion. As the oral histories are designed to be life story combined with military 

action, the notations could be a question or topic the veteran has chosen to include in his 

story. Users are able to jump to each annotation rather than listen to the whole story if they 

choose. However this feature, while drawing attention to themes during the oral history 

interview, does not specifically feature them. To highlight particular themes, a separate 

section is included in the OHID. Similar in style and function to Prisons Memory Archive, 

users are able to engage according to theme by accessing individual veteran’s discussing 

their point of view and experience on a given topic. This section allows for various opinions 

to be heard on themes that emerged from the oral histories. Since themes in the Coral 

Balmoral story are linked with the Anzac legend, links to outside sources, such as the 
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Australian War Memorial are included to provide additional information on these topics.  

 

Creating the conceptual categories with the advisory groups was the most challenging of all 

the development phases. While the veterans were concrete in their advice concerning 

historical accuracy, they were more guarded in their response to the conceptual categories. I 

sensed mixed emotions from the veterans, understandably so, as their relationship with 

Anzac has been tenuous and at times, bitter. I speculated their initial guardedness had to do 

with trusting how I would represent them in this heartfelt matter, and this was revealed to be 

the case, as further discussion revealed a strong commitment to present themes, but 

reservations as to what and how themes would be treated in relation to the Anzac legend. 

They made it clear that any representation needed to be frank and sincere. The oral histories 

revealed strong themes of mateship, courage, national service, trauma, loyalty, betrayal and 

recognition. While both advisory groups were adamant these themes were important to their 

story and should be presented, the implications of the complex relationship between the 

Coral Balmoral veterans with Anzac and their emotional response to this part of their story 

required the development of an ecosystem that reflected this ‘messy’ and unresolved anxiety. 

	

The dominant popular narrative of Anzac characterises the Australian soldier as a white 

male who is a courageous yet humble larrikin, with a happy-go-lucky egalitarian outlook on 

life. Graham Seal in his book Inventing Anzac: The Digger and National Mythology (2004) 

highlights maleness as ‘the single most significant marker of the social composition and 
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cultural formations of the AIF.’9 The Australian Defence Force during the Vietnam War is 

also marked as a largely white male domain, with the exception of nursing staff. The 

soldiers who fought the Battle of Coral Balmoral were exclusively male and almost 

exclusively white, with only one Indigenous Australian soldier. The average Coral Balmoral 

soldier, while recognising that officers were slightly older, was born after the Second World 

War in the mid to late 1940s. Many of these ‘baby boomers’ became third generation 

soldiers, having grown up aware of their grandfather’s First World War service and more 

directly, the Second World War service of father and uncles.  

 

The oral histories revealed many a father of the Coral Balmoral veteran served as a ‘rat of 

Tobruk’ in Africa or Milne Bay or Kokoda in New Guinea during the War in the Pacific. 

Coral Balmoral veterans recalled stories told to them by their grandfathers of their time in 

Turkey, France or Belgium during the First World War. Other veterans, not part of this 

paternal generational heritage, grew up in a post -Second World War environment hearing 

heroic stories about Victoria Cross recipients Albert Jacka and John French (Chamberlain 

2007).10 These Anzac values were greatly influenced by the writings of Charles Bean who 

cemented the relationship between Australian nationalism, war and masculinity by famously 

stating ‘life was not worth living unless [a soldier] could be true to the idea of Australian 

                                                
9 AIF is an acronym for the Australian Imperial Force, which was the main expeditionary force of 
the Australian Army during World War I. 
	
10 Albert Jacka was awarded the Victoria Cross, Australia’s highest military decoration for gallantry 
in 1915 for his actions in the Gallipoli campaign. John French was posthumously awarded the 
Victoria Cross for his gallantry, which led to his death, during the Japanese invasion of New Guinea 
in the Battle of Milne Bay in 1942. 	
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manhood’ (Bean quoted in Shute 1995, p. 38).  As such, the Coral Balmoral veterans’ view 

of masculinity is largely informed by the Anzac legend, which ‘provided a cultural focus 

around which the national community could cohere’ (Donaldson 2012, p. 478). Accordingly, 

the Vietnam War afforded the Coral Balmoral generation of men, ‘an opportunity to prove 

that their masculinity measured up to the ideal embedded in nationalist narratives of 

Australian battlefield achievement.’  (Donaldson 2012, p. 475). 

 

Themes generated from the Coral Balmoral experience, such as courage and mateship, fit 

neatly with these narratives. The oral history interviews are peppered with veterans recalling 

witnessing courageous and heroic acts, even to death as was the case with infantryman Chris 

‘Cowboy” Nesbitt who, according to Chris Forde (2007), knew ‘the baddies had the drop on, 

but he kept shooting, knowing he was going to die’. Also in keeping with the Anzac 

character, veterans only ever told stories of courage about other soldiers, never themselves. 

However, stories where they and their mates engaged in acts of larrikinism were joyfully 

recalled. While mateship, courage and loyalty to each other are strong themes that resonate 

with ideas of Anzac, other forms of loyalty, to nation and reciprocally by nation to returned 

soldiers, are for this community difficult to reconcile in the Anzac tradition. In the veterans’ 

story of Coral Balmoral, this egregious lack of loyalty by Australia upon their repatriation 

and thereafter gives rise to themes of betrayal and their need for recognition.  

 

To accommodate conceptual categories within the OHID, an ecosystem was designed 

around an anchoring Theme node, titled Anzac, with links to each of the other six themes 
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emerging from the oral histories. The storytelling purpose of this ecosystem is to document 

and represent the role of Anzac in the Coral Balmoral community’s perceptions of self and 

nation. Some themes, such as national service, loyalty and recognition already held focus in 

the broad-based contextualised storytelling, and existed in some form, be it textual 

information, links to outside URLs or film footage. Links were formed to these existing 

story parts nodes. Additional themes such as courage and mateship where built and linked. 

All themes were linked to excerpts from the oral histories, drawing attention to veterans’ 

views on these matters.  

 

     4.6.10 Third Tier Storytelling - Participatory Storytelling 

As previously discussed, drawing from the participatory mode of interactivity from Sandy 

Storyline, I developed a communication loop in Klynt through a moderated social media 

platform, Facebook. A key Social Media node was included to hold the Facebook URL link, 

which is featured throughout the OHID. This node functions to provide a forum in which 

users are able to provide opinion or discussion on topics relevant to the Coral Balmoral story. 

I chose the Facebook platform because of the vast amount of veterans, reunion groups and 

military unit groups operating through this platform. I am also most familiar with this 

platform and given that management of the project remains with me, it seemed appropriate 

to choose a platform based on familiarity as well as functionality and communicability. At 

present, I moderate the 26 Days: The Battle of Coral Balmoral Facebook page in the same 

way I moderate the Coral Balmoral Facebook Group page. However, in time, the 

sustainability of this page will need to be considered, and I anticipate that another scholar of 
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Australian War history, hopefully attached to an Australian War or Vietnam War museum 

will continue in this role.  

 

The Facebook icon is featured throughout the OHID and acts a live button that links users to 

the 26 Days: Battle of Coral Balmoral Facebook page. This is an open group so anyone on 

Facebook can access this page. The user is invited to ‘join the conversation’ from each of 

the i-pages through questions or comments designed to engage the user by encouraging them 

to make comment. For example, I have posed questions ‘What do you think of National 

Service?’ and ‘Do you have a National Service story to share? Questions are designed to 

inviting comment from not only Coral Balmoral veterans but also other veterans who might 

like to record their story and the general public. Questions such as these facilitate debate 

generating discussion and insight into cultural memory and how it is transmitted over time 

and through history. As mentioned previously, veterans are also able to contribute their story 

or comment on any of the issues raised in the i-doc. This function is designed to empower 

veterans by enabling them to speak about and put on record their experiences and reflections, 

especially those veterans who were not part of the Coral Balmoral Oral History & 

Documentary Project. This participatory and sharing function becomes a living discussion 

that potentially generates and uncovers new knowledge leading to new ways of thinking. 

The Facebook URL attached to 26 Days: The Battle of Coral Balmoral is located at: 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/2026276170957164/ 
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4.7 Creating a Visual Style 

The research revealed the importance of producing a visual style that is compelling but not 

overwhelming and supports easy navigation. Above all else, the visual design component of 

the OHID needed to create a cinematic style that reflected the story as told by the veterans. 

At the same time, it had to be accessible to a secondary general audience. While supporting 

the narrative, the visual style had to be attractive and clear allowing for ease of navigation. 

Early experiments revealed my lack of expertise in this area with feedback from the 

collaborative group suggesting that my initial attempt to construct a visual style did not 

engage.  

 

In line with the veteran advice and upon reflection, the initial design needed a more 

professional, nuanced look than my limited graphic design experience permitted and I soon 

concluded the need to collaborate with a graphic designer in order to obtain a cinematic style 

and look. Graphic designer and animator Chelsea Hocroft joined the project with a brief to 

create a visual style that was both cinematic and reflective of the Coral Balmoral story. The 

design needed to support and encaspulate the veterans’ experience as the primary focus. The 

visual style also needed to attract and maintain the interest of a wide audience of various age 

and gender. Chelsea’s brief was to develop a signature style for the Title Page, the teaser clip 

page, the Landing (Home) Page and then each Story Clip and i-pages.  After these were 

completed, we would continue developing other pages such as the timeline, the veteran oral 

history pages and other ‘more information’ pages.  
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Research suggested that simple is the best strategy when designing the look and feel of i-

docs. After several brainstorming sessions, a style emerged that held meaning for this 

project. This consisted of a torn photo and sketch on textured paper style. The torn photos 

are of the vets themselves and act as a metaphor for ‘being torn' from home, and never quite 

being able to join the parts back together upon return. The sketch on textured paper 

(probably watercolour and charcoal) to actual (montage/dissolve style) style reminds us that 

this story is both a part of recent history and a recurring part of everyday life, which mirrors 

the veteran experience of living with their history. It is both past and present. It has texture 

and is real, which is reflected through the tactile effects of the graphic.  

 

 

Figure 4.10 Screenshot of first example of ideas for graphic design style. (Chelsea Hocroft 
December 2018) 
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The colours we decided on were tones of green, representing the lushness of the Vietnam  

landscape, that connected visually to the Australian 'jungle green' of the 1968 army uniforms 

worn by the Coral Balmoral veterans. Photos and maps supplied by the veterans also have a 

green tinge to them. To further signify a sense of place, Alan’s Parr’s original map (Figure 

4.11) depicting the location of Fire Support Patrol Base Coral, was used as a background 

graphic to connote a sense of geographical place. Alan Parr was a radio operator with 1RAR 

Mortar platoon and on the front line during the first NVA frontal attack. This map was used 

throughout his 26 days at Fire Support Patrol Base Coral. This map was also chosen because 

it is heavily marked in tones of green. Parr’s map was then overlayed against a jungle green 

textured background plate to create a background graphic used throughout the OHID.  

 

 

Figure 4.11 Alan Parr’s map denoting Fire Support Patrol Base Coral. 
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Figure 4.12 Photograph of 1RAR Infantryman Garry Prendergast (front) on patrol in Vietnam, 1968. 
The lush green colours of the Vietnam jungle remain a vivid memory for Coral Balmoral veterans. 
 

The opening green colours cross-dissolve via inkblot stain into colours of orange, yellow 

and magenta which represent the sunsets in Vietnam. This was a very deliberate choice as 

many veterans commented on the vivid red, orange, yellow of Vietnam sunsets during the 

oral history recording process. We felt the contrast between tones of green and tones of 

orange represented the soldier’s journey from Australia to Vietnam. In this way, colours act 

as visual signifiers that link the soldier’s journey both emotionally and geographically.  
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Figure 4.13 Photo supplied by 1RAR Infantryman, Bill Taylor of soldiers on picket duty. Taken in 
1968, this and Figure 4.14 (below) depict the orange/red sunset at Fire Support Base Coral.  
 

 
 
Figure 4.14 Helicopters arriving at Fire Support Base Coral. Photograph taken in 1968 by 1RAR 
Infantryman, Bill Taylor  
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Figures 4.15 to 4.18. This still illustrates cross dissolve inkblot effect from green tones through to 
orange. 
 

 
 
Figure 4.16 Inkblot cross-dissolve for Story part 1 – Loyalty. 
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Figure 4.17 Inkblot cross-dissolve (continued) for Story part 1 – Loyalty. 
 

 

Figure 4.18 Inkblot cross-dissolve (final) for Story part 1 – Loyalty. 
 



 166 

4.7.1 Page Design and Titles 

The veteran community, through the Facebook page, became actively involved in how they 

wanted their story to look during the creation phase. As the OHID began taking shape, I 

would periodically ask this community for advice and opinion. One example was the 

response received when asked for opinion on images representing each of the military units. 

It was clear from feedback that the 1 RAR (infantry) veterans preferred a blue background 

(Figure 4.17) to the green background I presented, because blue represented the Battalion’s 

Regimental colour of pale blue. This response triggered the final design for each of the 

military units, which were now signified by regimental colours. 

 

 

Figure 4.19 Screen shot depicting the land page for 1st Battalion Royal Australian Regiment. The 
colour blue was chosen to signify 1RAR’s Regimental colours – sky blue.  
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Once the visual aesthetic had been determined, the practical implications of developing and 

preparing audio-visual assets were time-consuming, but achieved with relative ease given 

my practical background in film production. I mainly used Final Cut Pro X utilising various 

thematic plug-ins as I went. Using the model, I simply commenced with part one and 

worked my way through each part. Having a replicable model streamlined the process, as I 

developed graphic templates in Final Cut Pro X and simply copied each project and changed 

the vision according to each story part. I also did this for all the individual military and sub-

unit nodes. 

 

4.8 Conclusion  

The aim of this chapter was to detail the creative practice in the development of the oral 

history interactive documentary. Setting up key veteran collaborative and co-creation groups 

was the first step in developing the OHID strategy, as participation and sharing enabled 

veterans to be involved in their own storytelling. This occurred through veteran communities 

taking part in a deliberate and strategically military life history designed oral history project, 

and then during OHID design and production stages. Oral history in post-conflict situations 

is a practice that can validate an individual’s traumatic experience, although its primary 

purpose is to create an historical narrative. By featuring eyewitness accounts, the veterans’ 

individual stories are no longer silenced.  

 

The second step was devising a three-tiered storytelling strategy within an interactive 

environment that enabled the veterans’ to speak and be heard. Polyvocality is delivered by 
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enabling user access to conceptually annotated individual oral histories accessed via relevant 

and focussed search choices. This function opens knowledge avenues for users, which is 

enhanced by broader, contextual storytelling, presented documentary style. These short 

audio-video clips were informed by the veteran’s oral history interviews, to provide a broad-

based storytelling function that contextualises the scope and complexity of the story, 

providing a narrative that is cohesive and accessible. 

 

 The aim was to situate the battle and its veterans within pre-war and post-war socio-cultural 

milieu, opening exploration of the diversity of opinion within the veteran community and 

situating the battle and overall veteran experience in time. Participatory functions provided 

an avenue for dialogue beyond the oral histories and the veteran community. The strategy 

was applied creatively to develop the oral history interactive documentary prototype, 26 

Days: The Battle of Coral Balmoral. As part of the creative practice feedback loop, the 

Coral Balmoral veteran community reviewed the online prototype, twice. Their feedback is 

the focus of Chapter Five. 
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CHAPTER 5 – MEETING THE CHALLENGE 

 
 

5.0 Introduction 

This research commenced with a challenge issued by the Coral Balmoral veterans to find a 

way to tell their story that included their varied experiences and points of view that have 

been restricted due to the problematic nature of broadcast television’s hierarchical power 

structure. This chapter explores responses from the Coral Balmoral community to the OHID 

prototype as an instrument for telling their story. It considers the implications of their review 

on this research in relation to presenting their military and cultural story. The OHID 

prototype 26 Days: The Battle of Coral Balmoral is a result of a creative practice strategy 

drawn from synergies identified in oral history, documentary film and interactive 

documentary. As part of the creative practice cycle, two reviews were carried out with the 

collaborative community. Initially the key veteran advisory group were invited to test and 

comment on the prototype. Accordingly, adjustments were made and the wider Coral 

Balmoral community was invited to test and comment.  

 
As discussed in Chapter Four, the broader review community was established via the Coral 

Balmoral Facebook group and consists of Coral Balmoral veterans from across all units and 

their family members including wives, widows, children, siblings and more distant relatives 

such as grandchildren, nephews and nieces. It should be noted that while it is important to 

recognise this group as representative of a large part of the intended audience, and in that 

capacity able to offer contributions, the eyewitness veterans are the primary source of advice. 
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In seeking review responses from both communities, I requested feedback on the 

presentation and accuracy of the Coral Balmoral story, ease of navigation, the logic of 

content organisation, the relevance of the overarching story, access to and organisation of 

the oral histories, and finally, visual appeal. This collaborative creative practice made it 

possible to better understand ‘how ownership of material influences authorship and who the 

audience are’ (McLaughlin 2004, p. 124). As a result, the participants who are also my 

collaborators enable me to fulfil the Coral Balmoral community’s purpose, their need for 

authentic voice and recognition. 

 

5.1 First Prototype Response 

Previous discussion with the key veteran advisory group indicated a preference for the 

general contextual story to be told as a series of military engagements over time. However, 

the consensus was that the seven parts, in the initial prototype limited the story and needed 

expanding. Alan Parr and George Hulse suggested the expansion from seven main story 

parts to ten, with stories of sub-units relevant to events in each part also included. This wider 

spread of stories allowed for a more inclusive approach to storytelling as it shifted emphasis 

more equitably across the units involved in the action, and therefore contributed to the 

historical accuracy of the event. For too long, their feedback suggested, the main focus has 

been on telling the story of the larger military groups, particularly 102 Battery (artillery) and 

1RAR (infantry), while the efforts of soldiers in other units had been overlooked.  During 

discussion, Alan Parr also provided new titles and content suggestions for the ten parts. 

Accommodating these changes in practice proved the value and flexibility of the OHID 
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model as adding three additional story parts and renaming other parts as per Alan’s 

suggestion, proved in a practical sense, to be straightforward. The manner in which the 

military structure interacts with life history subjectivities provides a structure, but one that 

can nonetheless be modified through feedback. This example demonstrated the OHID 

strategy to be a process of continued collaboration between media maker and veteran 

community, which supports this research’s key objective that provides a way for voice to 

emerge in storytelling, transforming the telling of traumatic stories. 

 

From:	Alan		
Sent:	Sunday,	7	April	2019	8:51	AM	
To:	Leonie	Jones;	George	Hulse	
Subject:	Re:	files 
Hi	Leonie,	
	
I	didn't	have	any	inspiration	last	night	and	the	pillow	would	not	speak	to	me....					
	
Approaching	this	from	another	direction...........	
Going	backwards	one	step	(in	order	to	make	a	leap	forward)	can	you	consider	the	whole	
narrative	and	extract	the	key	points/actions.	
	
The	First	attack	highlights	some	key	factors.		The	main	ones	I	see	are;	Surprise,	Human	wave	
assault,	un-preparedness,	incompetence,	Survival,	No	retreat.	There	is	no	one	word	to	describe	all	
of	these.	
	
Both	George	and	myself	agree	that	the	second	attack	was	the	most	pivotal	one	of	the	Op.		I	would	
give	it	a	pivotal	name.	The	battle	was	huge,	the	margin	was	small,	If	we	had	done	bad	then	there	
would	have	been	all	sorts	of	ramifications..		('The	Big	League'	has	been	used	in	a	way	to	illustrate	a	
big	step	up	from	what	we	were	used	to,	and	it	certainly	was.)	
	
I	am	not	adverse	to	controversy	after	50	years	and	I	think	the	next	crucial	point	would	be	
the		'replacement	'	of	Hughes	with	Dunstan.	
	
A	game	breaker	was	the	bringing	in	of	the	tanks	and	the	bunker	battles	of	the	25	and	26	May.	
	
Then	there	was	the	deliberate	establishment	of	Balmoral	to	provoke	an	NVA	reaction.			Followed	by	
Balmoral	1	and	Balmoral	2	
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Figure 5.2 This screenshot indicates ten (colour-coded nodes) story parts, with accompanying 
additional interactive page (under) for each part. The number of sequences increased from seven to 
ten after consultation with core veteran group.  
 
 

Additional feedback included a suggestion to include various veteran associations and unit 

histories, and to focus stories on one or two individual soldiers who had distinguished 

themselves in some way. This key advisory group also corrected some of my initial military 

terminology and soldiers’ colloquial language. For example, Alan Parr commented that the 

term ‘Search & Destroy was not really used in this Op’ (Parr 2019). I have since removed 

‘Search & Destroy’ as a title for a story part and replaced it with ‘Second Attack: In the Big 

League’. Trevor Bryant, one of the artillery key advisors, noted that I had placed certain 

veterans in the incorrect military group and provided me with a correct list of artillerymen in 

their respective sub-unit and these were subsequently corrected.  
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5.2 Historical Accuracy  

As previously discussed, the key advisory group prioritised the inclusion and accuracy of 

military events. As such, feedback on the first prototype questioned why I had not included a 

search of action over time, remarking as ‘a fairly obvious search.’ During my narrative 

strategy design, I had omitted this function in favour of emphasising narrative cohesiveness, 

which is also based on action over time. However, I understood the rationale for the veterans’ 

feedback, as an action over time search option opens possibilities for users to search by 

events on any given day during the 26 days of the Coral Balmoral engagement. Actions can 

then be linked back to both the overarching narrative and individual oral histories. For the 

veterans, whose memory of this battle is framed by 26 days in time, a timeline is integral to 

their expectation of how the story should be told. So, with the veterans’ help and primary 

sources, I developed a timeline section in the OHID that enables contributions for military 

actions over time from veterans in all the units and sub-units present during the 26 days of 

the operation. As more veterans contribute to the collection of information, so the timeline 

dates and actions will increase. The OHID participatory function, via the Facebook page, 

enables veterans to contribute their experiences, which will add to the available information 

on the timeline over time. By creating this ever-increasing timeline, I was able to overcome 

documentary film broadcast time limitations where all experiences could not included.  

 

The timeline was initially based on a chronology of events supplied by Alan Parr’s summary 

of contacts and air strikes over the 26 days, which he had extracted from the commanders’ 

logs and military records. However, feedback from the key advisors suggested this approach 
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was too clinical and uninteresting. While his summary chronicled actions over time, it 

lacked explanation and emotion. It was at this point that I realised the importance of this 

section of the i-doc to the veterans, and the value of working with a collaborative group. To 

me, the timeline was a sequence of events over time operating essentially as plot points in 

the story. In the veterans’ eyes, these actions over time meant more than a list of physical 

actions, they were a series of defining moments that, in many cases, forged their identity as 

men, Anzacs and Australians. This timeline therefore acts as a trigger to memory, mateship 

and trauma.  

 

In order to accommodate their request, I enhanced the timeline with more detail and story. 

This was accomplished by designing pop-up boxes containing small amounts of information 

relating to events with a series of photos that relate, as far as possible, to the men who were 

involved in the action (see Figures 5.4 and 5.5). As the user rolls over the date with their 

mouse, the pop-up box is revealed with the information and relevant images. The aim is to 

humanise and personalise the action and show that actions fought on particular dates are not 

simply statistics in history books, but actions fought by young men who have faces and 

personalities. Given the timeline’s importance to the veterans, it appears likely that this 

aspect of the OHID will develop further as the feedback loop continues into the future.  
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Figure 5.3 Screenshot of early design for Time Line Page. Additional design elements include 
information pop-up box and photo series.  
 

 
 
Figure 5.4 Screen shot of Time Line Page incorporating changes suggested by Alan Parr. I created a 
roll-over function on each date, which then revealed a short story of events on that date with 
accompany photographs or images. 
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5.3 Conceptual Categories 

Themes of mateship, courage, national service, trauma, loyalty, betrayal and recognition 

formed ecosystems attached to the Theme node that anchors the conceptual category. During 

development, the veterans were supportive, yet cautious about this section, preferring to 

concentrate on concrete historical accuracy. After some discussion, the veterans felt this 

section to be vitally important to their story and preferred a frank approach to these often-

contentious topics. Their response to the prototype was generally positive, affirming the 

style and the content. Recognition and Loyalty was well-received and they were pleased 

with the depth of information provided. They felt Mateship, National Service and Courage 

were well represented with alternate views available, however the feedback suggested I was  

‘a little soft’ (Irvine 2019) in regards to the theme of Betrayal. Irvine suggested I needed to 

express the veterans’ point of view more forcefully. To this extent, I added a wider selection 

of views offered by the veterans in their oral history interview, and provided additional links 

to outside URLs concentrating on the topic. In this way, the OHID recognises the 

importance of the various lived experiences of veterans, which can often lead to better 

understanding of what happened to them (Wiest 2013). Telling stories is also a form of self-

empowerment that can help veterans heal, they ‘feel less alienated from their community 

and empowered as contributors to their society’ (Phelps 2011). For the Coral Balmoral 

veteran community, who seek validation and public awareness of their experience, OHID 

storytelling, in its multilayered and often contradictory form, is a potential tool for 

empowerment. 
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5.4 Response to Participatory Function 

There was no response to the participatory function, which linked users to a Facebook group 

for discussion, from either advisory group during both reviews. This is most likely due to 

there being no need for this group of advisors to engage with this function, as they already 

engage with each other, through associations, with me and the closed Coral Balmoral 

Facebook group. However, I believe the lack of response to this function does not alter its 

significance in the OHID. Rather, the lack of response by the veterans suggest the function 

will do what it is designed to do. That is, to provide ‘other’ users who are not members of 

the advisory group with the ability to add comments or generate discussion in a forum 

environment. The participatory function remains open for public comment when the OHID 

goes live.  

 

Throughout this feedback process I made minor adjustments, incorporated additional nodes 

and story parts, and included additional information provided by the veterans. I also refined 

certain visual aspects where aspect ratio needed minor adjustment. I then retested links and 

pages in readiness to launch a second prototype. When satisfied all adjustments were 

complete operating, I invited the wider Coral Balmoral Facebook group to review the OHID, 

and the key veteran advisory group to review for a second time. 

 

5.5 Second Prototype Response 

The wider veteran community and the key advisory group were asked to test and comment 

on the OHID, particularly in areas of accuracy and representation, story and cohesiveness, 
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presentation, and lastly accessibility via navigation and availability. The questions asked of 

this group were: 

• Does the i-doc represent you faithfully?  
• Is the story cohesive? 
• Is anything missing?  
• How did you find navigating around the i-doc?  
• What do you think of the visual style? 
• Do you feel you now have a way in which to share your story?  
• How did you find the i-doc experience?  

 

Both general and specific feedback was received from veterans or family members via the 

Battle of Coral Balmoral Facebook page, personal email or telephone. Overwhelmingly, the 

comments were positive and supportive of the project. Some responses corrected easily 

fixed problems such as correct spelling of surnames, however most feedback responded to 

the review questions. In terms of accuracy and presentation, the responses from individuals 

affirmed the representation of their unit’s story. Some of these comments include: 

 
 I was a Crew Commander in one of the two Troop tanks that was at Balmoral and 
were in the DCoy 3RAR area, thank you for putting together these happenings which 
occurred at FSB Coral/Balmoral, looking forward to viewing the finished product, 
well Done .  
(T Lowe 2019, pers. comm., September) 
 
Thanks Leonie...mortar platoon is well represented.  
(G Baguley 2019, pers. comm., September) 
 
Leonie , your (sic) a beauty look at all you have done for us xxxx  
(B Gibson 2019, pers. comm., September) 
 

More broadly, one response from infantry veteran Graham Christie, suggested a rewording 

of the title to more accurately reflect the actions over the 26 days as a series of battles rather 

than as a singular battle.  
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G'day Leonie, I have been a part of the Coral Reunion Group since the early Days … 
My token offer is that Civilian Australia will see the prologue - and think it was ONE 
battle - not roughly 60 - as they were - mammoth human-wave assaults, huge mortar 
& RPG attacks and large Bunker Battles - when we reversed their invasion strategy - 
to declare Open Warfare and put it to them…. I know you know this - but can we 
somehow extend the spoken words to  - THESE MANY BATTLES over 26 Days - were 
the largest, longest, bloodiest epic Battles by the Australians - in the entire Vietnam 
War! 
Keep up the great work, 
Graham (Cristo) CHRISTIE 
VP Queenscliff/Point Lonsdale  
(G Christie 2019, pers. comm., October) 

 

Christie makes a valid point, as the Battle of Coral Balmoral was indeed a series large and 

small battles and contacts. It consisted of two major frontal attacks on Fire Support Patrol 

Base Coral, two major assaults on Fire Support Patrol Base Balmoral and 56 contacts (some 

major engagements) with the enemy in the area. Since official and historical sources, 

including the Australian War Memorial along with popular media, refer to this engagement 

as The Battle of Coral Balmoral however, I have maintained this form of title for ease in 

identification and continuity. 

 

Responses concerning the story’s cohesiveness and presentation were also positive. Those 

who tested the prototype i-doc generally found it attractive, easy to navigate and informative. 

What I have looked at so far is very well presented. Thank you for your efforts Leonie. 
Alan and Glenda. 
(G Loxton 2019, pers. comm., October) 
 
Looking 'great' Leonie Jones you do us proud.  
(D Hare 2019, pers. comm., September) 
 
Am only a 1/4 of the way through perusing this wonderful piece - am so very 
impressed by the work - also very proud to see my poetry contribution included. Have 
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spent quite a lot of time ‘documenting’ all the information I have in relation to Davids 
tour of duty over the years and I'm sure there would be so many more stories out there. 
It's so gratifying to see our men - our heroes - being given your time and tireless 
efforts - thank you Leonie.  
(C Dalton 2019, pers. comm., September) 
 
 

 

Veteran Brian Cleaver commented on the OHID’s educational value. Cleaver advised that 

he employed the prototype in his educational activities associated with the Western Australia 

Premier’s Office ANZAC Student Tour programme. Cleaver commented (pers., com 2019), 

that the prototype was so informative and engaging for the secondary school students that it 

is now an educational supplement attached to that programme. Cleaver and fellow 3RAR 

veteran John Bryant are two Coral Balmoral veterans involved in this programme. The 

programme encourages school students to become more aware of and involved in 

Australia’s military past by involvement in commemorative events in Australia and overseas. 

Both Brian and John report that the prototype i-doc has become an educational tool for 

students learning about Australian involvement in the Vietnam War and specifically the 

Battle of Coral Balmoral. Both Brian and John report that the i-doc is a valuable resource 

because of the depth of information, the web accessibly and the layout of the story. 
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Figure 5.5 Photograph of 3RAR veteran Brian Cleaver with His Excellency, the Honourable Kim 
Beasley and local secondary students. (Photo courtesy Brain Cleaver) 

 

Other respondents offered or sent additional information or artefacts for inclusion in the i-

doc.  

Photo of my ridiculous pit I dug out of a shell hole... never again it was too big for that 
night of madness. First day /night at Coral...Leonie, I’m currently writing about our 
first night of Coral and the full term of Balmoral with a few memories from the guys of 
11 platoon and 12 platoon and maybe 10 platoon if bump into any... just started it as 
the guys are getting old and will submit to The War Memorial archives. When 
completed will send you a copy if you wish.  

  (R Cousins 2019, pers. comm., September) 
 

These offers came largely from veterans, such as Roderick Cousins, who experienced the 

battle at Fire Support Patrol Base Balmoral. To date, this battle remains under-represented in 

the i-doc compared to the development of the Fire Support Patrol Base Coral, simply 

because I was unable to interview veterans of the Balmoral battles during the Coral 
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Balmoral Oral History and Documentary Project. However, plans have recently been put 

into place to record oral histories with these veterans in 2020. These interviews will then be 

merged into the oral history database to form the storytelling base for actions at Fire Support 

Patrol Base Balmoral. From these interviews and artefacts already received, I will also 

produce two short story traditional documentary style clips for inclusion in the contextual 

‘story’ parts relating to the Balmoral actions. Balmoral veterans report that being included in 

this way address feelings of sectional marginalisation within the broader Coral Balmoral 

community. 

From all of us from 3rd Battalion D Company, Balmoral FSPB especially 11 Platoon 
we look forward to seeing the finished product... any help needed just contact me 
Leonie and I will get the guys to contribute... 

  (R Cousins 2019, pers. comm., September) 
 

The Veterans of the Balmoral battles are of the feeling we are second fiddle to Coral 
as very little has been published. 
Now you can place Balmoral on the same page as Coral. 
Thank you. 
(B Cleaver 2019, pers. comm., 9 October) 
 

Finally, family members too, reflected that veterans now deceased would be proud of their 

story being so comprehensively told. I received this message from Garry Prendergast’s 

partner Lorna Lindenmayer: 

 
Leonie I am sure Garry Prendergast would be very happy with the result of your work 
with him. (L Lindenmayer 2019, pers. comm., September) 

 

Once all the feedback was received and minor changes finalised, a new prototype was 

launched.  
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26 Days: The Battle of Coral Balmoral is located at: 

www.fsbcoral.org 

 

The key veteran advisory group were also pleased with the inclusion of additional story parts, 

which increased the number of parts in the contextual story telling from seven to ten. They 

were also pleased with the inclusion of a timeline and expanded themes section. Their main 

comment was to compliment the depth and scope of material that was available in the OHID. 

They were intrigued with the additional information provided in the Conceptual Category 

with remarking how significant these themes are to their story, while others reported they 

were brought to tears when listening to some of the experiences of other returned veterans. I 

received many comments from the Facebook advisory group complimenting the breadth of 

information available across all units. Geoff Grimish (2019) remarked that as a gunner with 

102 Battery he remained in the base for the duration of the operation, so he was largely 

unaware of the other units’ activities and welcomed the ‘bigger’ story being told in the 

OHID. Overall, responses were complimentary, with the advisory community pleased with 

how the Coral Balmoral story was represented. In recognition of the my involvement in 

telling their story, the Chief of Army, Lieutenant General Richard Burr, on veteran George 

Hulse’s application, awarded me a Certificate of Promotion to the rank of honorary Sapper 

with 1 Field Squadron Royal Australian Engineers.  
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5.6 Conclusion 

This chapter was concerned with the veteran response to the OHID as part of the creative 

practice feedback loop and the continued development of the OHID in its aim to meet their 

storytelling needs. The responses and practical advice offered during this dual cycle process, 

demonstrates the value of collaboration with the veterans as both subject and target audience. 

Through the two advisory groups, veterans were able to be actively involved in how their 

story is represented in content and presented in visual style. Initial collaborative discussions 

and responses to the prototype indicated particular areas of importance for veterans were 

historical accuracy of the battle, and creating multiple points of view on various topics. The 

veterans sought to include a wide cross-section of experiences and memory from across 

different and inclusive military units. The OHID strategy enables these qualities and has 

therefore achieved its collaborative, authenticity and egalitarian objectives.  

 

The following chapter argues key ideas and claims made in this research. Chapter Six asserts 

that the Oral History Interactive Documentary strategy bridges a gap in current factual story-

telling methods by offering a framework that transcends limitations of time-based, linear 

forms of documentary. It does this by drawing on oral history’s interview methods 

(Thompson 2009), shared authority (Frisch 1990) and new ways of telling about place and 

meaning of the event within the lives of the narrator over time (Portelli 1991). OHID 

provides a unique model to elicit oral histories and to develop a consistent structure of voice 

in documentary film (Nichols 2010). When presented with the creative technologies of 
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interactive documentary, this allows ‘people to explore and contribute to understanding our 

world’ (Galloway, McAlpine and Harris 2007).  
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CHAPTER 6 - CONCLUSION 

 

6.0 Overview  

This research set out to discover how an oral history and co-creative interactive 

documentary practice strategy enables complex, multi-narrative stories of war and trauma. 

The question arose by a challenge issued from Coral Balmoral veterans to find a way to tell 

their story that included their varied experiences and points of view that were restricted due 

to the problematic nature of broadcast television’s hierarchical power structure. These 

restrictions diluted the complexities of their story and narrowed their individual voices.  

 
The Coral Balmoral veteran community have been denied a voice for generations. Instead of 

inclusion in the pantheon of Anzac warriors, they have been castigated and marginalised by 

wider society. The Coral Balmoral veteran community seek accurate and comprehensive 

representation, and to have their complex and multi-narrative story told so that they might 

achieve a sense of social justice. Creating a new form of factual storytelling that enables 

complex and complicated factual narrative meant rethinking traditional ideas of documentary 

storytelling.  

 
 
6.1 Key Ideas 

Rethinking rhetoric and representation in factual storytelling and my own oral history based 

documentary film practice, brought me to interactive documentary as a new media form of 

documenting reality. The emerging field of interactive documentary offered the possibility to 
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express authentic representation of many, multi-narrative stories. Interactive documentary 

exists within the tradition of documentary, yet expands documentary’s voice and advocacy 

potential by merging with technologies and tools offered by Web 2.0 (Rose 2016). Interactive 

documentaries are founded on massive databases of information. By moving away from 

broadcast television to an interactive web-based system, temporal restrictions are removed 

and causal linkages are enhanced. This means the concept of voice in interactive documentary 

occurs through a negotiated and performed relationship between author(s), content and user. 

At a basic level, for meaning to occur, the user makes choices by interacting in the virtual 

world (Aston and Gaudenzi 2012). This action creates a constantly process of shifting 

relationships and dialogue. This shift in behaviour reconceptualises the notion of author from 

the previously preferred documentary author/viewer dichotomy to a tripartite co-creation 

relationship between media producer, content and user. 

 

However, while interrogating this new field of study and practice through research and post-

conflict i-doc exemplars, I found a methodological and practice gap in strategies that 

enabled interactive documentary concerned with telling stories of war and trauma. This 

discovery suggested a theoretical and practice opening for interdisciplinary research 

regarding the potential of interactive documentary in concert with existing forms of post-

conflict storytelling, such as oral history and documentary film. Given my experience and 

practice in oral history and documentary film, my primary research question focussed on 

how many and contradictory voices of war and trauma emerge from the nexus of oral history, 

documentary film and interactive documentary storytelling.  
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My oral history practice relies on a hybrid oral history interview technique informed by 

Stephen Everett’s (1992) Oral History Techniques and Procedures for its military focus, and 

a life history interview approach drawn from the work of Alessandro Portelli and Alistair 

Thomson. This approach provides for a subject-related, comparable collection of each 

individual soldier’s experience. It provides for telescopic information that can build into many 

perspectives and it is also useful for piecing together stories of military engagements as it 

allows for the development of a chronology of events, people and places. This interview 

method also records the impact of the experience over time, thus providing context to the 

event. Oral history is a method of post-conflict storytelling, which is important in 

marginalised and disenfranchised communities for the reason that storytelling can assist 

survivors of conflict and trauma in ‘finding and building of voice’ that enables them to feel 

less alienated from their community and empowered as contributors to their society (Phelps 

2011). Oral history focuses on bringing forth the voices of ‘as wide a cross-section of present-

day society as possible’, with the aim of providing new perspectives and open fields of 

inquiry (P Thompson, 2000).  

 

Similarly, contemporary documentary film has long examined and critiqued society and 

challenged our view of the world. Bill Nichols (2010) reasons that specific ‘modes of voice’ 

or how voice of the documentary speaks to us have emerged since early documentary maker 

and theorist John Grierson envisioned a social purpose for documentary in the 1930s. For 

Nichols, documentary voice is an intentionally constructed and mediated narrative designed 

to convince audiences of the authenticity of a particular representation of the world. In these 
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terms my own documentary practice is largely expository, relying on the presentation of 

compelling evidence via oral history interviews. This practice includes finding the subject, 

exploring and articulating contradictions that increases understanding of the subject, 

designing a cinematic form and style, and then technically bringing it all together.  

 

Drawn together by their teleological interests in negotiating stories of conflict and trauma, 

oral history, documentary film and interactive documentary each have the ability to record 

and tell alternative versions of contemporary history, especially stories of marginalised 

communities. Acting together, their immediacy, polyvocality and accessibility provide a 

new form of speaking and coherence that is particularly suited to communities who seek 

agency and voice.  

 

The secondary research questions were concerned with how to apply the synergy between 

these three forms of post-conflict storytelling creatively in order to meet the Coral Balmoral 

storytelling requirements. This exploration resulted in the development of a three-tier OHID 

storytelling strategy, which was implemented in practice through the oral history interactive 

documentary OHID model. Testing the model resulted in the creation of OHID prototype, 

26 Days: The Battle of Coral Balmoral. No other i-doc project incorporates all three features 

of oral history, documentary and interactive documentary in this manner. This project 

undertook to restore the voice and pride of the Coral Balmoral veterans’ exploits, and to tell 

their story to the wider community. 26 Days: The Battle of Coral Balmoral is a sole example 

of an i-doc that is wholly concerned with a single war battle or military action dealing solely 
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with veterans’ memories. It does so alongside a careful contexualisation within a larger 

Australian political and social era. The prototype OHID, 26 Days: The Battle of Coral 

Balmoral can be found at: (www.fsbcoral.org) 

 

6.2 The OHID Storytelling Strategy 

The OHID storytelling strategy that underpins the findings of the PhD is based on a 

collaborative co-creation group made up of Coral Balmoral veterans working together with 

me, as media producer in a three-tiered storytelling interactive framework. The framework is 

founded on the 150 audio-visual oral history interviews recorded with the Coral Balmoral 

veterans. This forms the nation’s largest database of oral history interviews for the 

engagement. By housing the interviews in an interactive database, as is their desire, all 

veterans who provided an interview can be heard. Through this first tier of storytelling, the 

veterans are able to express their individual experience of the Battle of Coral Balmoral. As 

an actor they are able to reveal comprehensive strategic coverage of the action, located 

within meanings of their experience as a young man in that time period, and then 

subsequently as a reflection of the actions’ consequences over time. Besides individual voice, 

oral history’s function in the OHID strategy is to provide the evidential and organisational 

base of the OHID. The military and life story approach to interviewing enables varied, 

clearer and richer accounts of the event and its people through personal narrative, while 

themes and topics originating from the collection provide a further source for storytelling. 
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The second tier of storytelling provides for broad, contextualized storytelling, told 

documentary style in short narrative video clips. These clips are produced from the oral 

histories and other media assets typically found in documentary film such as photographs, 

archival footage and diagrams. They provide a cohesive broad narrative of the veterans’ 

story designed to enhance the user’s journey and experience through the 26 days of the 

Coral Balmoral battle, while bringing the major themes, also drawn from the oral histories, 

to the user’s attention. The clips are presented in ten parts, which forms the navigational 

structure providing ease and consistency for the user. 

 

The third tier of storytelling, which is participatory form of communication, enables a 

dialogue between veterans and interested others. This function provides openness and choice 

as potential additional authors are invited to add to the story. Veterans, in particular, who 

were not able to be included in the oral histories interviews are able to collaborate on the 

artefact by contributing their story, thereby producing and growing knowledge. This type of 

participatory approach highlights that there are as many realities and points of view as there 

are individuals, which speak to the need for alternative forms of media broadcast. 

 

The OHID strategy draws from a hypertext and participatory modes of navigation and 

interaction to enable these approaches to storytelling. Here, I drew from Sandra Gaudenzi’s 

(2013) much published theory of modes of interactivity. Gaudenzi’s aim was to maintain the 

intention of documentary while simplifying the myriad of terminologies coming out of the 

growing interactive community ‘so that what counts is the (documentary) intention that is 
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behind the author’ (Gaudenzi 2019).  Gaudenzi researched the ways in which documentary 

storytelling transformed as it evolved into the new interactive medium. She discovered that 

different kinds of interactivity, the logic of interaction, affected how the documentary story 

was represented. Gaudenzi’s research resulted in four ‘modes of interactivity’ with each 

mode concerned with understanding the ways in which the user interacts with the data and 

develops a method of knowledge gathering in relation to technology. Gaudenzi terms these 

modes of interactivity as conversational, hypertext, participative and experiential (Gaudenzi 

2013).   

 

The OHID strategy encourages collaboration that empowers marginalised communities to 

present many and alternative versions of experiences in a way that opens opportunities for 

new knowledge and understanding. In doing so, it meets the needs of the Coral Balmoral 

veteran community. Interactive documentary, by operating more in space than time, 

provides the oral history database with a multi-linear structure. Selected and organised by 

theme and topics originating from the oral histories, navigational structures link users 

directly to the oral histories and expanded content, which supports polyvocality. This creates 

an arena where a wide range of voices can co-exist with none prioritised over another, for 

ideas and plots to unfold freely, run parallel to each other, or be completely contradictory. 

Interactive documentary provides a digital distribution platform removing accessibility and 

time constraints.  

 

 



 194 

6.3 The OHID Model 

The OHID model provides narrative organisational consistency and coherence within 

hypertext and participatory modes of interactivity. The model consists of parent nodes that 

link the key purpose of oral history, documentary film and interactive documentary. The 

veterans speak via a database of oral history interviews. Here, each veteran’s individual story 

and personal views can be heard. These stories can be contextualized within a broader socio-

political argument presented via short narrative clips. These clips are presented in 

documentary film style. The oral history database and documentary clips were designed in 

collaboration with the Coral Balmoral veteran community who provided advice and feedback 

during production. Modes of interactivity provide the user with horizontal and vertical 

movement and access to additional information and discussion. Once the participatory 

sequence was established through social media linkages, the model opened up possibilities 

that enabled the user to ‘speak’ with the veteran community or each other. The model’s 

design is compact and self-contained so additional thematic nodes can be added and linked as 

required, allowing the story to grow as more information becomes available.  

 

The strength of this model is that the two sets of target audiences, veteran community and 

interested others, will not only be ‘speaking’ and ‘listening’, they will be interacting and co-

creating an active storytelling system. The key is in forming relationships between each 

sequence that harnesses the potential of interactive documentary to facilitate meaningful 

storytelling systems. In this way, voices from the veteran community are not only enabled, 

but also listened to. Storytelling is supported by the increased availability and wider 
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application of digitised research material, drawn from a greater pool of content and coupled 

with previously under-utilised evidentiary documentation, opens possibilities for creating 

alternative perspectives and new meaning. 

 

6.4 Concluding Thoughts 

This research originally set out to discover how an oral history and co-creative interactive 

documentary practice strategy enables complex, multi-narrative stories of war and trauma. 

It questioned how post-conflict voice emerges from the nexus of oral history, documentary 

film and interactive documentary storytelling. It considered how this hybrid 

interdisciplinary strategy, the OHID, responds to veterans’ sense of otherness and their 

need for recognition and authentic representation. Finally, through design and application, 

this research demonstrates how this oral history interactive documentary creative practice 

transforms the telling of traumatic stories. In doing so, the resultant Oral History 

Interactive Documentary strategy provided me with a creative practice that overcomes 

previous mediated television storytelling practices. As a marginalised community, the 

Coral Balmoral veteran community, through the OHID, are able to speak and be heard on 

their own terms and in their own words, rather than through ‘hierarchical media as a forum 

for privileged voices’ (Mitchell 2015).  

 

Many challenges and questions were encountered throughout this creative journey. These 

included how to build a framework that embraces collaboration and the strengths of three 

different, yet overlapping fields of post-conflict storytelling. I was also challenged by how to 
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apply this framework creatively and technologically. These questions were addressed 

through research, critical analysis, experimentation and collaborative conversation with the 

veteran community. These questions have broadened discussions of post-conflict 

storytelling strategies, particularly in relation to the integration of other fields of post-

conflict storytelling. By designing a working model to create interactive documentaries that 

give voice to marginalised communities after conflict, this research has, importantly, 

developed a groundbreaking strategy for communities who are keen to mobilise themselves, 

and audiences, in a demand for justice. By providing an understanding of processes involved 

in this research, it is anticipated that this creative practice strategy will be replicable in the 

future. It is hoped that contemporary history documentary makers faced with similar 

problems, or communities who seek to raise their voice in a similar way to the Coral 

Balmoral veterans, will consider OHID as a creative practice strategy. A question remains as 

to how other areas in factual storytelling not concerned with post-conflict storytelling 

benefit from this research. One area of future research is, can the OHID strategy be applied 

across other types of factual storytelling?  

 

Finally, 26 Days: The Battle of Coral Balmoral was developed through the continuous 

collaborative relationship between me, as an oral historian documentary filmmaker, and the 

closely-knit community of veterans of the Battle of Fire Support Bases Coral and Balmoral. 

The relationship began over ten years ago through Garry Prendergast and Robert Costello, 

with the commencement of an initial oral history project with a view to producing a 

documentary film. Over the years the relationship has grown, and even though both Garry 
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and Robert have since deceased, my bond with this group of veterans has grown to become 

stronger, broader and more collaborative. In answer to Valerie Yow’s (2006) famous oral 

history question: ‘Do I like them too much?’ the answer is firmly, ‘yes’. Their generous and 

passionate support provided a solid foundation and rich tapestry of memory for the i-doc to 

be developed and broadcast. Their feedback tells me they are pleased and appreciative with 

how their story is finally being told. Their story is comprehensive and important. It is more 

than a fierce military engagement fought in Vietnam over 26 days in May-June 1968, it is 

also a story for social justice following the complex socio-political climate which relegated 

these unwanted and unrecognised returned soldiers into fifty years of silence. The Battle of 

Coral Balmoral will live forever in these veterans’ memory, but now given the potentials of 

oral history interactive documentary (OHID) and the development of 26 Days: The Battle of 

Coral Balmoral, also within the larger Australian community.  
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Figure 6.0 Photo of veterans of the Battle of Coral Balmoral, at the 50th Anniversary of the battle. 
Photo taken after a memorial service at the Australian War Memorial, Canberra, in 2018. 	
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