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CARIBBEAN FAMILY HISTORY AT SOLIHULL CENTRAL LIBRARY
?rac.'rl Wi/li.rrLs

h 2006. Solihuli I-jln'arv Ser-\'i(,e. iD parl cr ship u,j0r Solihull (iollcge, srrcccsslully
bid lbr lrrn(ling throrrgh tltc !iuol).jalt So(.ial Fund s Flqnal !)rgitgc pro{rarrnc to
r Lrn fr'ae lilrnill' hisloI\ cout scs li)t l)cgilltrers tracin{ Asjan ()a cal ibllciln aln(jcstry.
Altharugli rlran\- lillr:tr iris iutcl racor(l ()lTiccs it:tvc I ult sinlilitr clay o harlf day evcnts, we
bcljcvcour lO \\-c.l{.ortscstolla\.cbccltlheiirsuilll ler rgth such courses iil thc UK.

'l'harrc \veac illitiirl cxpr {rssicrrs ofi lcl cst lrorn lrtcplc rvill r Inclian arr(l h.anian a ccstors
brrt. o\-en\4rclntiltelt, 1]rc tilhc up o1 thc corrrscs \\ras br- thosc resc:rr-ching Ahican
CitIitlllcarl:rn(csltt'. \\tr \\'o c ilnt:1zc(l lll, lha et I lh usiasl ic I (jsponsc of stuclents who
$.cr c also qlr(jstioniitg u'lrY othcr lillralics atld c(ltrcalio ill cslilblishmcltl s wel(rn.t
turlning silltilltr (.oLlt-scs.

Findlng tutors
]'arl of tht. ,l s\vct- l_oj- 1]r( lilck of (.oLtrsas ()n All.icrn C:rlibbcan :Lltceslrl is
uIldoubtc.llV lltc l.lcli ol- ( \l)( ricltccd lul()]-s. C(jrlainly, 1l)js \\,as .r clifllcrillJ ljlat
rvn (incoLlltlct-e(i. as out- itrilial thrL.a l)olCnliitl lulors:r1l lrla)\,ecl o\/et scits bclole lltc
cour scs c\iclt sl:tr l cd ! I lo\!a\,arr. wc wcrc li)r tunil1r, ir I I hat \\,e hacl conl act with a locarl
Clhlrr.lr (t Jcsus (lhrist of l-aitcr clay S:tjrrts (l-l)Sl F-:lDtil\, I Iistor./ Cenlrc arld the
wcallh ol cxl)cl_ie cc o1 ihcir adYisor.s. \\'t: rvclc ablc 1o l:c(.rlti1 1wo tLrlors onc ail
cxpcri(Jr(,ecl lalnill llistcrr'\, adviso. iilll{ 1o hc\t pec4rlc rcseata}ring anca:rstors fronl
nrosl corlDtl-ics iD lllc \\,or'lal. a.(l thc oLhcr ir rltrirlilied lcachea r,,4ro haal rllor e rccenlly
stalle(l lcsclirchin{ his or'lt alrl(.estors faarn Ncvis_ 'l'hc skills artcl cxper icrtcc of thaj
t\\'o l Lrl(r s contple'l)entccl aacll ()thcr- \\'cll :tltcl stLlclc.ls saicl lhitt lhcy \\,clc iltspired
llyon(i()l thc tulors b(ijltg olr lll(j santc.ioL ncY its lh(jl, wcre, jlrst ar lc\!, slelts aheacl.

Slmilaritles with other courses
'lhc llrsl clr.rllcltge 1.r thc tulors \\'ils in cle\-( loltiltg it ltrollralnllrc of stu(lv. givcn
rir''r lltc r" t\c\ \\'et, rr,r,rrr,l lr.r,l rru.rt.rl,li.lr.,l rrrrri.rrIrrrrr. Orrc rrttor ntlrclc
c()lrtact $,i1lr authors (llt\- (lraDrrurrrr ilncl Slel)hcn Irorlct ,. parrl Crooks also carnc
1o Solihlrll and ga\rc ,L inspiratio al talk al)otrt his e\pcricllces ancl his novcl,
Anccstorsrt. lrascd on his lcscalclt_ IIc has sincc llroclllc('d :r ltew bo(t( a, lvhich is
a rllrnc in dellllr rcscarch gtriclc.



The course content w.ts broadly sinilar to wh.rt may bc cerllcd traclitional' laDlily
history courses, i11 lerms ofthe golden nrle ofworking backrvar ds tr()tr oncsclf, asking
around the thnil-1, lbr inlbrrnation and identilying and localing vital records rciating
to birth, Drarriage aDd death. 'I'he records thernselves were slighlly.lillirenl and
had to bc considcred in a broacler coDtcxt ofa country's history. This was especially
truc as rcgards chaDgcs in colonial adrninis|Ialion, aflccting thc rccords kept, thc
laD€luage o[ those records. ?rnd thc custodial history and location of any slrn'i\ing
records. The tropical environment, p.rrticularl). thc inpact oI hurricancs, was iriso
a consideration in 1he survival rates ol records, somethiDE{ that pcople tracing Ul(-
based anceslors don'1 nornally encortnter!

As students progressed $'ith theil research, the necessily oI]la.kground inforrn:rtion
from other faDlily rrcDlllcrs bccame clear. This could sometimes be a challenge. as
oldcr rciativcs wcre somcLiDrcs Icluctant to talk, or hacl littlc iDlonnatlon, as Lhey
themselves may havc bcor discouragcd lrorr asking qucsLions of othcr rclati\.es lvheD
they were young. Mrury o1 thc studcnls hird rclativcs scatlcrcd all ovcr thc rvorld
solne ol the places mentioned wer e thc Llnilcd St.rtcs. C.rni1cl.r, Panaura ancl Cuba,
as well as places throughorrt the UK .rnd the Caribbcirn. It is nlso conrron pr'.rcLjcc
for pet names to be used within thnrilies ol Caribbelrn descent.lncl. oltcn, youngu
farnily nrembers rnay not actually knorv an indi', idual's oillcial n:irrre.

A significant part of thc coursc ,,vas looking at ho$'inlorDration coulcl best lle oblainecl
from within thc faDrily. Onc slratcgi'was, rathcr tharl lishing lor inlornratioll from
oldcr rclati\-es. to prcscnt somc informartion obtainccl ftoDr anothcr soLllce and ask
Ior the pelson s opirlion. Few pcoplc can rcsist lhc chaDcc to correct iDlormatiotl
and rvhal rnight have appe:rr ed inrpcrtinclrl irs a qucslion, bccomcs instcacl a Drattcr
oI selting the record slraight!

Age profile and course dellvery
Most of thc studcnts on thc Claribbcarl lamily history coLlrses were in their 3Os and
4Os and, as mosl lvcrc in ftrll timc employDrent. this also had an irnpact on course
times and attendancc.

'l'he courses were d.-liver ed .rt Solihull Ccntral I-ibrary aICl at Solihull College's
campus at SrDilh s Wood, in the nor th ol theborough. Classcs raD in thc cycning at
the college and, inilially, cluring the day at thc library. Ho$'cvcr', thc daJ'limc class
was not well attended so. alter .onsultatior], we changcd thc tilning of thc iibr:uy
classes to Saturday altel noons. 'llhis rvorkecl rvell wlrilst thc courscs rvcrc ircc and
it mattered less if slrlclenls couldn'1 atteDd one or t\\'o scssions. Howcvo. this dicl
becorne an issue orlce we were lookiDg arl whether the courscs could contiDuc oncc thc
year's funding ended. lt was ilot possiblc 1o sustain paid'lor courscs on S.rturdays,
which has also beer-r our experience with traditiollirl lemily history courscs. Howc\-cl',
a group of cx studcnts has forlred the Solillull Carillbe,rn l.-amily History Croup,
which contiuucs to Drcct at Solihull Centlal Liblary to take advanlage ofthe People's
Network PCs and thc suppolt of thc library staff. The group conLinues 1o acqlrire
new rllenlbers and acts as ar relcrral point :rnd support group lor nerv r esearchers.

Identlty
It becarne clear i-o|n ihe first session ol Lhc courscs that thcrc were nluch nore
fundamental questions of iclenlily amongst some of thc studcnLs llcginning thcir
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Caril)l)can IiuDih' histon, rescarch than was usual arnongst nlo.r tra(litiol'ral lanrily

It w:rs upsctting to he:lr soDlar ct thc studorts cxpcricnccs, such as thal rccourltccl lly :r
\\'onrarl in l)cr 30s \\'ho was born 2lncl l)rought up i11 llirDrillghanr l)ut wllo cxpcricnc(,cl
racisrn \\'hilst growing ul)- I)rlriDg hcr chil(lhoocl lhoc \vcrc frcqucl)t t.runls oI'Go
back to rvlrerc Yorr c:rnrc ll'orr" Dd shc clicln t quitc lccl lllat ljilrniDgherm. (, []ritain,
\as rcallv hornc. 'l'hcn. \'hcrr agccl irboul 13. shc \ras vcry cxcilc(l to bc \.isiting
Jalnaicra artd goiug honl(: lol thc first tiDrc. I lorve:r'er. Ilcr exciten)tnL so()]r lLrrllcd
lo jluzzlorcnt $'ircn she arrived in .larnai( ir onl-\, to br told try peoplc thcrc "You re
llnglisll . 'l'llis conlirsi(rr and lack ol a li'cliDg ol tr ul]' l)elonging a)tywhcre was a
aonlnt(nr story rclallcd lly stucl( llts oll the collrses ancl \\,als given by nliury as at reason
for thcir intclcst in laDrilJ' hisl oll'.

Clea y, irLrttilt- histon' rescarch for these stu(l(nts was nol the nice. linte lilling
pastir)c lol'lllc rclircd lhat it is often l).)rlraYcd lo l)c. ! nt surc itll lillrarians invoh'ed
with 1alnily hisloriilns kl)o\\' ol l hc iIlrl)ol lar )cc ()1 1hc rescarclr .ulcl disco!et./ proccss
1o in(lividuals. Flo\rcvcr. rny exl)crierr(c ol l)cing irryolve(l wilh the C.lribbc.rtr li.rntily
histor'\,stuclcnts wirs thirt this rcally rrratl(:rccl in a ven'nrlralr morc l)crsural way.

l)Llr ilrg I hc I 3 lnonl lls t hal I I hc (t )urscs \\'crc nulrri l)9, thcrc was rnuch Ncdia ( overagc
of blackonbl:rck knilccrirnc.'llrclc(lilrgalll()llgsl thcslLr(lclllswaslhatiflhclalnily
hislot' .ourses corrld bc rollccl r)ut to Younlt pcol)lc. thc li'clings of pride. l)clongillg
alrd iclcnlit\' 1h:rt woulcl llc cDgr:rrclcl1 tl coril(l hcll) to olllsct tl)(: cliser)gager)rcn1 and
need lbr a s('nsc ol l).rlongirlg lllat ol1( D lics llchin(l lh(. eallg ( ultur('. Sorllc of thc
sludcn l s \\'crc als() \'orr th wor-kc! s itn (l siricl t hat l h ct' wot r lcl b( ( asca(ling \\fiat thcy
had lca)-nc(l on th( courscs lo lhejr l'outh JJr-oulls.

Impact
l\'lost ostalllishccl courscs involving n Ii ican Caribbc:rn hisl(rl'ill)l)car lo Iocus orl the
gcDcr:rl hisl(11' an(l adllrinislratiorr ol-the islat)ds. sct in l lrf col'llcxt of issLlcs ill'oLlnd
oolol]ialisDr iurcl slaYcD-. Whirt is oltcD rnissing is \\'hat Nick lJarralt calls l)ersoltal
hcritagcri an(l u'hi( ll our (laril)l)( au) IanrilY hisl(nt' corrrscs itr Soiilrull ainled to dcliver.

Its lhis \'l]r1, pers(Dal c(DllectioD to lhe l)asl thirt oltcD brings hisl.n-/.rlive and
r)rakcs it rclcvairl. Whilsl this is tl uc lor ahrrost all larnih' hislo-ians. il sccDrs 1() be
cspccjally lrue lor Ilrilons traciDg Alii(aD ( !!ibl)(aI ar)(,eslF,,,

ODc pil! ticil)inL sa id he li.lt l]la t hc hacl llccD dr a l)cr sonal jour-ney altcl h.l(l al riYcd
at a lllacc rvl)crc lr(r u'as iLljle 1o crlil)r'ace all ol_ his allcclrlors, l)lilck and rvhile. arrrcl

acccpl thcir lcgacy to hinl \rillr l)ridc. nnolllcr cdrrnrent li-orn il sludctrl is: "llerc in
thc2IstccnlurJ, Iwits.rblc Lo lionlelrow l)cck lh.ough ir l)o.tal l)olc,ltradc l)ossil)lc
liom ilrc do(rrnrcntecl e\'('nts ol thosc \\4ro had livcd lrclbre rrrc. those who hacl a
dir cct Iink to lnc. I Iccl h(nrourc(l! '

i'or lii-rrerrr st.rll, il lras bccn a Plcasrrlc .rn(l a privilcge to have been inroh,cd \\'ith
lhe students as th(y cnrl)arkc(l or tlrcir 1arnil]'hjsto4' rcsear<:h. l'rl cncorrrage all
libral.ics 1o (onsidcr ollcling silllilitr scssions an(l to lllakc cont.rct with thcir'loQll
l,DS l'amil\. I Iisl(nl' Centrc as a starlin{ point. Our \\'cbsil c 6 also includcs gllidarr( c
on Calil)llearr lalDily history r crscitr ch trrcl ltas links to usclirl sourccs.
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BEATING THE CRUNCH: report of a course in the North East
Antre Sharp

On April 29th 2OOg thc Socicty of Chicf I-ibrarians North East ISCLNE), anci the
l-ocal Studies Grorrp through Cornnrittee nrenrber Anne Sharp, held their first
regional professional training day lor l-ocal Studics Librarians.

Each year a par-rel oI l,ocal Studics Libraiarrs in thc North East has co(rrdinaied
an annual family or local history training day lbr frontline staff. The group meets
quarterly to discuss currcnt issucs:rnd cxpkrre opportur-ritics for collaborative
working. In 2OO8 SCI-NE refornred the group, extending the renrit to support
thc local heitagc agenda. With the closure of the regional MI-A and with it
the loss of local training a]]d nctwo hing cvcnts for profcssion:rl praciiiioncrs,
the group soughi li'esh opportunities to link with colleagrres across lruseurlls.
archives, acadcmic ar-rd r-olun1ary scclol's. 'l'hc training day soughi to provide
opportunities to netrvork. share ideas and goocl practice, and was opcn to thosc
working in krcal siutiies, strrdents, the unwaged, archivists, rnuseum stall and
librarians worliing in olhcr llclds.

This cvcni was hostcri by Sorlth Tyneside l-ibraries and costs were deliberately
kept low. rnjr]dful of thc ccononri( climatc and that attcndccs may nol rcrccive
finant'ial support.

'l'he event rvas opened 14' Mark Freelllan. South Tl'neside t-ibraries Manager
ard Chair of SCLNE. His lalk Why both.rr'? exploled thc value of local strrdies
collections aud sen'ices to individuals and comrnunilics. ar-rd to local alld
r]ationirl agcr-rdas.


