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SMITH: I learned an awful lot in them.  If I was going to do them again, I would do better.  I 
learned that you had to know the territory.  You need to know something about the period of time 
you are talking to these people about.  I expected, I think, to get too much from people, actually 
concrete facts like in 1885, what do you remember about Caribou.  You really can't do that--instead 
you get an impression or feel.  These were youngsters growing up in Caribou.  I learned at that time 
it's good to have some questions in mind, maybe even written down, actually I think I did my first 
interview by writing down what people said.  That's when I decided to go to tape recorders even 
though they were huge.  I don't take shorthand, so I was trying to write down what this person was 
saying.  He was talking a mile a minute, and he talked faster than I do, and I probably missed a lot.  I 
found that it's good to go back the second time and interview people.  For example, and, of course, 
now I do know the territory, Howard Hill would be pleased with me the Music Man as you 
remember, you've got to know the territory.  I can sit down and talk to old timers, in fact, I 
mentioned this to the class last year.  One of the major oral history projects that I did was my local 
Durango history, and I went and interviewed old timers, all the way back to the 1890s.  This was in 
the 1970s, and I don't know how, because I never lead anyone astray.  I always tell them when I 
arrived and what I'm doing and all those things, but one lady, a friend of mine, heard two of the older 
ladies in town talking about me, and I had interviewed one of them.  She was saying, oh, I remember 
him when he was here in high school.  He was such a nice little boy.  I felt like saying, first place 
you did not remember me because I wasn't here in high school and I wasn't very nice in high school, 
but I got to the point in Durango, I could sit and talk to the old timers.  They would talk about 
Smiley, I can talk about Smiley because I've talked to so many of them.  In fact, I've almost become 
a certified old timer because the people I've talked to are all dead, therefore, I'm now the person who 
can talk about these things.  That's an awful long answer to a nice question. 
 
ELLISON: That's good; you mentioned that you've learned that it's good to do a second 
interview.  Tell us more about the difference between the..... 
 
SMITH: Well the first interview, and I know you've talked to them about this.  I never pop 
anybody cold.  If I don't know the person I'm going to interview, let's say, someone comes up to me 
and says, you should interview Mrs. Brown over here, well okay, and I don't know Mrs. Brown, and 
I call up Mrs. Brown and Mrs. Brown doesn't know me.  We really don't build bridges.  We sit there 
and sort of shadow box each other, so what I do then is have the person who, somebody who knows 
Mrs. Brown, call up and say Duane Smith is going to call you, this is who he is, so I don't walk in on 
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them cold.  Then I go talk to the person, the first interview for me is sort of like you've got to find 
out what these people know, what they can remember, what other things, perhaps, that I haven't 
thought about, what can we talk to this individual about.  I don't go back and do everybody, some 
interviews don't pan out.  Let's face it, they just don't.  For one reason or another, they aren't what 
you expect, but once I get to know a little bit about this individual and the period of time they were 
living here or the occupation or whatever it is that I was trying to find out about them, then if I can 
see other questions I need to answer or ask, then I will go back a second time.  I find that a lot of 
these old timers like it because in a sense there future is the past.  There is nothing much for them in 
the future and they sort of feel left out especially if you go to the Four Corners Health Care Center 
over there.  Some of those are pathetic.  When they get in there, some of them lose their hope in life, 
so if you come along and you want to talk to them, well then you can really help them out as much 
as they can help you out.  I feel good about doing this.  I've been lucky because obviously you are 
dealing with senior citizens.  When I started out, as I said, back in 1960 I could push all the way 
back to the 1870s and 80s if I was lucky, but today, the 1990s, a person who is 80 or 90 years old 
was born in 1903 or 4, so  he can't push it back like we once did, so what we are dealing with now 
are the 19 teens, 1920s, 30s that era of time, and that needs to be done.  I'm not saying it doesn't need 
to be done, but especially, for example, if I find out a person is willing to talk about the Klan, which 
most people aren't, and I'll go back the second time and we will talk a little bit more about the Klan.  
The first time they've got to get to know you as well as you've got to get to know them.  They've got 
to have confidence in you, which is why I like to be sure that they know who I am.  I like to have 
someone else tell them, a friend of theirs that they know as opposed to me saying, hey, this is who I 
am, this is what I'm doing, but yeah I do, I think it's a good idea to go back for a second one. 
 
ELLISON: What other tips do you have in terms of building rapport? 
 
SMITH: You've got to know the territory....  You don't walk into somebody and say tell me all 
that you can remember about life in Silverton or life in Durango.  You've got to have some questions 
to sort of open up some things for them, and you've got to be alert enough as when they are talking 
that you can pick up things to catch up on later, and you've got to watch people, and I didn't really 
realize this until I was interviewing Nellie Spencer.  Nellie was a lady, when I came in 1964, lived 
down in the little house that used to sit right down next to the fire station, which was the last parlor 
house in Durango, and Nellie Spencer was the last madam.  We can talk about the wages of sin 
being death, but Nellie Spencer owned everything from the Power Plant down to the present Holiday 
Inn, but anyway, Nellie wouldn't talk to me.  She was rather eccentric.  I came in '64 and this is an 
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interviews lead to photographs, maybe documents, letters, who knows what these interviews might 
lead to.  Obviously the interview is getting a foot in the door, but it can be a lot more, but there was a 
doctor in town, Koplowitz, who was really a screwball and character.  Koplowitz was down on the 
corner of 8th and Main was his office, and he'd been a company doctor at Rico, and I wanted to 
interview, and that rascal, even though I knew him very well, and I got along with him okay, and 
most people were scared by him.   He was just kind of a gruff guy.  He used to live in the Blackstone 
Apartments, for example, he and his wife were Jews and when they would come around caroling, 
the kids would come around and want to go in the Blackstone Apartments, he would pay them not to 
carol instead of paying them for caroling.  That was Koplowitz, but he never would do it.  He took it 
to his grave and unfortunately the chance to talk to a company doctor at Rico would have been 
outstanding.  There was another man here in town who had a museum up the valley, Kenny Logan, 
and he was always convinced he was going to write a book about Durango's history.  Therefore, he 
looked upon me as a rival, and even though he'd been around for a long time, and his father operated 
most of these coal mines around here, and he knew the coal history, he never would talk to me.  He 
would talk to me but don't bring a tape recorder, so I would just sit down and talk to him and go 
home and write all this stuff down anyway.  You have to do that sometime.  You have to train 
yourself to do that, and it hasn't happened very often, so I did get a halfway decent interview out of 
him when he didn't know it. 
 
ELLISON: Other than having someone who knows the person talk to them before you interview 
them, what other means have you found work for selling the interview? 
 
SMITH: I always approach them that you are part of this history, and I would like to have you 
help me make this history come alive and save it, and most people are very willing to go along with 
that.  They think it's just wonderful.  Most people are, shall we say, vain or egotistical enough that 
they want to be remembered.  When we got the photograph, we all became eternal because you 
could deal with an 1861 picture of a Civil War veteran, well there he is, but you don't see this from 
the War of 1812, the Revolutionary War.  You might see a painting of some general, so Americans 
have this bent, and in the sense they want to be recovered from what could be called the scrap heap 
of history, and I'm not that blunt, but that's been one approach that has worked very well with me.  In 
fact, I do quote a lot of these people, and I do put them in histories, and they can see themselves 
there, and I think they feel good about it.  I really think they do, so really I've never had much 
problem.  I'll call people if worse comes to worst, and I'll go over and just talk to them, won't take a 
tape recorder, just sit down and talk to them, so they know I'm not trying to save anything, and that 
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breadth and depth of an interview. 
 
Cuckow: Along the topic of young people, do you think this oral history is a good project in a 
high school setting? 
 
SMITH: I think it's excellent.  It's that kind of Foxfire concept that they had in North and 
South Carolina.  I think oral history, I think it's great.  In fact, in our middle school, we are just 
finishing up, some of you know that I'm not teaching this year, I'm on sabbatical.  I've been on 
sabbatical since May of last year, grand time, grand time, but one of the things that we just finished 
up was a middle school history, Colorado history, and at the end of every chapter, things that you 
can do, activities that you can do, and we hammer at this oral history, talk to your grandparents.  It 
gives kids roots, it gives them a sense of belonging to something.  Let's face it, my daughter doesn't 
think anything happened really important before 1968, and you might think that's really pretty far 
back in the days, I remember when Caesar invaded England about that time, and it does give you, it 
lets them have a sense of something beyond, and they can find out, hey, what I'm going through 
today, maybe it's a little bit different and maybe in some ways it's worse, but it's not really that much 
different than it was 40, 80, 100 years ago.  For example, the first drug bust in Durango was in 
August of 1881.  That's 113 years ago, and sure we are all worried about nuclear bombs or atomic 
bombs or missiles, they were worried about small pox, they were worried about T.B. and they were 
worried about the common cold, sure we've got AIDS, but you couldn't cure syphilis and gonorrhea 
100 years ago.  You could cure the outward symptoms, but you couldn't cure it.   Once you got it, 
you had it.  Nellie and I talked about that.  I just finished a medical history, medicine in mining 
camps, and social ills were one of the problems.  Sure we have gang fights today, but you realize in 
one month in Denver in 1919 they arrested three hundred and some juveniles for crime, everything 
from robbery to attempted murder to shoplifting.  I'm not saying we should--hey, we have nothing to 
worry about gang, we've lived through all this before so let's not get all that concerned--but I think it 
allows you interviews, especially for younger kids, it allows them to see that these things, hey, it 
really isn't the first time that we've ever done this, yeah. 
 
McMaster: Where did your passion for the history of Colorado come from and how many books 
have you written about Colorado? 
 
SMITH: About Colorado, solely about Colorado.  It's a good question, I don't know, 17, 18.  I 
really can't say.  I've never really looked at it quite that way.  Colorado is in almost all of them some 
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