Hello, my name is John Davis and I am the interim curator of Special Collections in Performing Arts – also known as SCPA -- located in the Michelle Smith Performing Arts Library. Today, I want to tell you about an oral history project that I’ve been working on at SCPA, capturing the stories of people involved in the Washington, D.C. area’s punk rock community. My academic interest in the subject of punk comes from having, essentially, grown up in that DC punk community. I was raised here in the DC area and was introduced to punk rock as a teenager, its exhilarating music and inspiring messages drew me in and made me a punk for life. Here’s a photo from the summer of 1993, when the D.C. punk band Fugazi played a concert near the Washington Monument. That’s me, sitting on the edge of the stage with about as good a view of the performance you can get. Fugazi played D.C. again just a few days later, this time at Fort Reno Park in upper NW DC. There I am again – or there’s the back of my head – watching the band from the edge of the stage.
I went on to play drums and guitar in various punk bands since those days, getting to put out records and tour the world, but by 2011, I shifted my focus to my current career an archivist. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]I’ve worked at SCPA since 2013 and I started curating collections related to the Washington, D.C. punk rock community there in 2014. These collections include fanzines, photographs, recordings, fliers, correspondence, and more.  I had been inspired by collections of archival materials related to punk that were held at Duke University, New York University, and the University of Iowa, so I made a case to Vin Novara, then SCPA’s curator, that punk collections also belonged at the University of Maryland. The field of academic research into punk was broadening, with an ever-increasing flow of books and articles. There is even a double-blind, peer-reviewed academic journal called Punk & Post-Punk, which describes itself as “the first forum of its kind to explore this rich and influential topic in both historical and critical theoretical terms.”
The largest and most widely used of the punk collections at SCPA is the DC Punk and Indie Fanzine collection. This collection consists of more than 500 fanzines, which are amateur publications made by fans. All of the zines in this collection cover the DC punk scene and either come from this area or are zines from elsewhere the include significant coverage of the DC scene, usually through interviews with bands. This leads us to the oral history project at the heart of my presentation today. 
Since 2017, I have interviewed more than 30 people connected to the punk subculture in the Washington, D.C. area, most of which have gone into an oral history series in the DC Punk and Indie Fanzine collection These interviews were recorded to offer participants in the community a chance to tell their own stories about their experiences as fanzine creators, musicians, record store owners, and more. 
Before I go further, though, I’d like to give you some background on what punk rock is and tell you more about the punk community in the Washington D.C. area.
I define punk as “a genre of music and a surrounding subculture that emerged in the mid-1970s from North America and Europe before swiftly spreading to all parts of the world. Typically ignored or excluded by mainstream culture due to punk’s ostensible repudiation of prevailing values, punk musicians and fans created their own recordings, publications, and promotional materials, embracing methods used by previous underground movements, while subsequently establishing distinctive aesthetics and ethics.”
The Clash, the Sex Pistols, and The Ramones were just a few examples of punk bands from the United States and United Kingdom that shattered the rules on what musicians were allowed to sound like and dress like, subverting stale notions surrounding who was worthy of taking the stage, while exposing just how antithetical to the soul of rock and roll that the primacy of virtuosity was. This diagram, from a British punk fanzine published in December 1976, displays three simple guitar chords, followed with the exhortation for the reader to “now form a band,” epitomizing the egalitarian, irreverent spirit of punk. Punk is a culture that valorizes participation. The idea is that “anyone can do it.”
American punk scenes cropped up in Los Angeles, San Francisco, Chicago, and many other cities. Washington, D.C. was a part of that first wave of American punk scenes, too. The first punk record to come out of DC appeared in the summer of 1976, courtesy of a band called the Slickee Boys, who became one of the longest-running punk and new wave bands to ever call DC home. Since then, the DC punk scene has persisted and thrived, leaving its mark on underground culture and mainstream culture, too, via influential bands like Fugazi, Bad Brains, Minor Threat, and Bikini Kill or iconic DC-bred musicians like Henry Rollins, Ian MacKaye, and Dave Grohl. 
DC punk also spawned straight-edge, a clean-living philosophy inspired by the Minor Threat song of the same name. Likewise, the DC scene also played a significant role in launching Riot Grrrl, the galvanizing feminist punk movement of the early 1990s which, as The New York Times once put it, “worked to overthrow the straight white male hegemony of punk rock.” Kathleen Hanna of Bikini Kill, one of Riot Grrrl’s defining bands, is seen here demanding at one of their concerts: “All Girls To The Front! I’m not kidding!”, reclaiming a space at the front of the stage for women in the audience at punk shows, who had become increasingly pushed to the margins of the physical space as violent, ritualized male behavior like slamdancing came to dominate concerts.
At the core of punk’s ethos was the importance of amplifying the voices of people who did not fit in with the mainstream. Rather than waiting for record labels to release your band’s music, punks just did it themselves, starting independent record labels and, in the case of a few of them, like D.C.’s Dischord Records, eventually selling millions of records on their own terms. This do-it-yourself approach applied to punk fans, too. Since it was unlikely that mainstream publications like Rolling Stone or The Washington Post were going to provide thoughtful or respectful coverage of punk music, thousands of punk fans started their own fanzines to share their opinions on the bands that mattered. These fanzines – also called zines – similarly gave bands a forum to speak directly to fans about their music and their message.
I define fanzines as: “publications produced by enthusiasts of an aspect of popular culture, usually in small runs and geared toward fellow fans.” There are fanzines in a variety of fan communities – from science fiction to soccer to comic books to pop stars, but the first punk fanzines from the DC area began appearing in late 1976. Since then, hundreds, if not thousands, of punk zines from DC have come and gone, but all have shared the same traits – punks spreading the word on the music and messages that they care about, while creatively expressing their opinions without censorship.
A number of documentary films and books cropped up in the 2010s to document the DC punk scene. As great as most of them were, nearly all of the focus was on the musicians, rather than the other people who comprise the scene – fans, promoters, photographers, activists, disc jockeys, or fanzine editors, drawing complaints from many participants in the scene who felt overlooked. 
With this in mind, I was inspired to start an oral history series at SCPA that would collect interviews with participants in the scene, with a particular focus on the people who created fanzines. I wanted people to tell me their stories, in their own words, and put them out for researchers and fans to access. These are just some of the people I have spoken to so far.
I consulted the Oral History Association’s best practices when I started this project, keeping in mind a variety of guidelines:
· The interview should be conducted in a quiet location with minimal background noises and possible distractions, unless part of the oral history process includes gathering soundscapes or ambient sounds. 
· You’ll want to record a lead-in at the start of the interview, where you include the
· Names of the interviewer and interviewee
· The full date of recording session
· Location of the interview and the proposed subject of the interview
· Both parties should agree in advance to the approximate length of each interview session. I would usually tell the subject that I expected the interview to run for about 45-60 minutes, but that less or more was sufficient.
· Along with asking open-ended questions and actively listening to the answers, interviewers should ask follow-up questions, seeking additional clarification, elaboration, and reflection. 
· Secure a signed legal release form from the interview subject when the interview is completed. 

As for my process for this project?
· After determining who I wanted to speak to and confirming their interest, I booked interviews with fanzine creators from all eras of the DC punk scene. Starting with the people who did the first DC punk zines in the 1970s up to people who are still actively creating zines in today’s scene.
· The OHA best practices strongly encouraged the interviews to be conducted in person. Aside from issues with sound fidelity that can arise from recording an interview over the phone or video chat, the Oral History Association also felt that the quality of the interview changed when the interviewer was not able to read non-verbal cues from the interviewee or to offer those same non-verbal cues back. 
· Having now spent three years on this project, although I agree that in-person interviews are ideal, the OHA guidelines created limitations. This was frustrating, as it rendered those who I could not meet with in person left out of the story I was trying to tell. This felt like a situation where perfect was the enemy of good, as wouldn’t it be better to have a phone recording with notable scene participants than nothing at all?  Since I started the project, the OHA seems to have amended its best practices to allow for more use of technology in these interviews, acknowledging the value of interviews conducted by phone or video chat. That’s going to help me a lot.
· Most of the interviews I have conducted so far were recorded at the Michelle Smith Performing Arts Library at UMD, though a few were recorded in the homes of the interview subjects in the DC area and elsewhere in the United States.
· The Library Research Fund (LRF) supported my travel to interview out-of-state zine creators. This took me up and down California, from San Francisco to Los Angeles to San Diego. I also took the bus up to New York to be able to sit down in person with one of the interview subjects.
· Once I had completed an interview, I hired Sharp Transcription of Silver Spring to transcribe interviews – an expense that was also supported by the Library Research Fund. Whenever my funding ran out, my Mom helped transcribe a few of the interviews, too. 
· The next step was securing approval of transcript from interview subject, which could often take months and, in more than one case, years. Many interviewees balked at the verbatim transcripts that we commissioned – verbatim transcripts were another of the best practices promoted by the OHA. Interviewees expressed their discomfort with reading the rampant fillers in their speech, such as “um, like, and you know” as well as seeing in print the natural flow of speech and thought, which often jumps around mid-sentence. 
· Once a transcript was approved, SCPA posted a PDF of it in Hippo and linked out to that from the D.C. Punk and Indie Fanzine collection’s finding aid in ArchivesSpace.
· And eventually, we will have the audio files for the interviews and their descriptive metadata added to Digital Collections, allowing for researchers everywhere to have direct access to the recordings.
Now, I’d like for you to hear some of the voices from the oral history series in the DC punk and Indie Fanzine collection. I’ll start with Shawna Kenney, editor of No Scene, a punk fanzine from the southern Maryland suburbs that ran from 1986-1988. Today, Shawna is an author and educator based in Los Angeles. When I interviewed her in June 2017, she described how zines can help people communicate and connect with each other in a subculture or community.
“And mostly to me, my zines were just a way for me to connect with other people. I was a shy kid, and like I said, I wasn’t going to play in a band on stage. I’m not going to just go up to people at a show and talk to them for no reason. But the zine gave me a reason to go up and introduce myself and feel like I could have a conversation with a stranger. 

Kurt Sayenga
Next, is Kurt Sayenga, who edited Greed fanzine from 1986-1989. Today, Kurt is a television and documentary producer also based in Los Angeles. When I spoke to him in June 2017, he talked about the cutting, angry humor that was often employed in punk fanzines. He offers his explanation as to why, too.
“Yeah, and I get the idea of being obnoxious on purpose as a statement, because god knows Greed had stuff in it where I look at that, and I’m just like, “Oh, you're just being an asshole to provoke [laugh]—just to wind people up.” And where was that coming from? I know where that was coming from, which was like an enormous wellspring of anger, basically.”

Irene Chien
In November 2017, I spoke with Dr. Irene Chien, who published Fake fanzine while she was a high school student in 1992. Irene and I went to the same school, although she was two years ahead of me. Her fanzine was a big influence on me wanting to start my own zine back then. Today, Irene is an Assistant Professor in Media and Communication at Muhlenberg College. 
In many of the interviews I conducted, the people I spoke to expressed how they felt like “an outsider among the outsiders.” Meaning that, despite participating in a subculture that was supposed to be a communion of those who felt out of step with the mainstream, so many of the scene’s participants felt an additional kind of “otherness,” whether due to race, class, sex, age, or even something as superficial as “coolness.” In this clip, Irene talked about the ways in which she felt outside the DC punk subculture that she was still so inspired by.
“I suppose I absolutely felt like an outsider to the scene. I was someone who was driving in from the suburbs to go see shows. I remember I think the first summer that I went to shows, I would go to multiple shows a week. I would go to as many as I possibly could. 
But it was always living in my parents’ home in Potomac, Maryland. I’m like an Asian American woman. So, already not the norm that you see in the D.C. punk scene. Plus I was coming from the suburbs, and I imagined—not realizing at the time that that wasn’t the case [laugh]—but I imagined that everybody who was going to these shows somehow was living some sort of different, less suburban life. 
In our interview, Irene also offered insight into the Riot Grrrl movement and why it excited her as a teenager in the early 1990s.
“It just actually seemed crazy that women could be angry and sexy and in public, in this particular way. That seemed so insane to me. And young women, women that looked like my peers. And so that was thrilling to me. And it was different and pushed against this mode of the super-masculine aggro hardcore scene, which was appealing to me because of its purity and, like, aggressiveness and, to my mind, uncompromising political views. But also seemed to completely shut me out as a girl from that. And so that’s what was really exciting to me about riot grrrl. That you could both be a girl who wants to talk about girl things with other girls, as well as unabashedly political and angry.”

Willona Sloan
In May 2018, I spoke with Willona Sloan, who edited Scorpion fanzine from 1996 to 2001. She described for me why she was so proud of the fanzine she did and how it resisted conforming to what so many other zines from the larger punk scene were doing:
“I will say that one of the things I’m extremely proud of as a female, as a woman of color, there just weren’t a lot of fanzines doing what I was doing and I felt like that was a space that I could inhabit and I was really happy to see people come around to that and understand what I was trying to do, even though it didn’t fit into a lot of the little categories of what people read. A lot of people read the same types of zines, so mine crossed a couple of different genres. I was really pleased to see people getting into it.”

Skip Groff papers
In addition to the interviews I did for the D.C. Punk and Indie Fanzine collection, I also started an oral history series for the Skip Groff papers, a collection at SCPA focused on one of the founding figures of DC’s punk scene. Skip Groff was a record producer, record label owner, and perhaps the spot on his resume that had the biggest impact, the owner of Yesterday & Today, a record store in Rockville, Maryland that became an unofficial hub for the nascent punk community in the DC area. I grew up going to Skip’s record store and the place was a big influence on me, much as it was for so many others in the local punk community. In 2017, I knew that Skip was in ill health, so I made it a priority to bring a collection related to him into SCPA, as well as conduct an interview with him about his life and career. In addition, I also spoke with Henry Rollins and Ian MacKaye – two notable punk musicians that I mentioned earlier – about their experiences learning from Skip.
Henry Rollins is a musician who was a member of the groups State of Alert, Rollins Band and, most notably, Black Flag, one of the defining bands of hardcore punk. He’s also a well-known author, actor, disc jockey, and music fanatic. I interviewed him at his home in Los Angeles in January 2019 about Skip and the impact that Skip had on his life. 
“Because that store changed my life. Punk rock. I’m one of those eight million people in the world—punk rock changed my life. But I got it through Skip. So, Skip is a vector. He’s more than just a man for me; he’s a vector. He is a guy who went, “Here. Here’s a door. Come into this university. I’m your professor. Here’s your homework. I’ll see you next Sunday.”
In December 2018, just two months before Skip passed away, I went to his home in Olney and interviewed him alongside Ian MacKaye, whom Skip had mentored when Ian first started his career as a musician. Ian co-founded Dischord Records and was a member of several highly notable bands, including Fugazi and Minor Threat. In this selection from the interview, Ian and Skip talk about the moment in 1980 when Skip overheard Ian and his friends talking about their desire to put out a record of their band. This was the moment that led to the founding of Dischord Records, as Skip proceeded to take the band into the studio to record and also teach them how to put the record out themselves.

Ian: Our first session with you would have been the summer of 1980.
Skip: You guys were talking about you had just come back [from a short tour on the U.S. west coast], and the band was breaking up, but you wanted to do something to document your time together.
MacKaye:	Right.
Groff:	And I overheard you talking, and I said, “Well, I can help you out with that. It’s real easy to do. I’ve got a pressing plant where I do all my stuff.”
MacKaye:	It was really straightforward. He really walked us through the entire process.

This oral history interview project is ongoing. I am still interviewing DC punk fanzine creators and hope to add more interviews to the oral history series of the Skip Groff papers, too. The fanzine interviews have been a key piece of my own research. I am writing a book that presents the history of DC punk fanzines for Georgetown University Press and all of these interviews will be a part of that. The interviews have also already been used by other researchers in their work, too, so my hope is that these interviews will broaden the academic study of the Washington, D.C. punk subculture. Thank you.
