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Caribbean

THE JAMAICA MEMORY BANK

INTRODUCTION

  With the coming of an awareness and acceptance of nationhood among the Caribbean peoples, there has emerged among them, a new interest in their past, hence the move towards the collection of Oral Histories particularly over the last decade or so. Although countries such as Dominica may site the 1930's and 40's as the beginning of oral research in their territory, it is fair to say that such efforts were isolated ones and did not reflect on the awareness of, or interest by the population towards their history as a nation. A shift in the trend is noticeable and as one observer stated, "The need for national efforts to carry out cultural research is being clearly articulated". Today one can cite institutions and bodies throughout the Caribbean such as the African Caribbean Institute of Jamaica, the Folklore Research Centre in St. Lucia, the National Cultural Foundation of Barbados and the Caribbean Documentation Centre in Trinidad and Tobago which are involved in oral history research and the documentation of oral and folk traditions. Groups such as the Folklore Society of Barbados, the Guyana Heritage Society and the Jamaica Historical Society also exist and are actively engaged in important research. Additionally one may refer to the Jamaica Memory Bank Project as a very significant indicator of present public and community interest in activities of this kind. Other Oral History research and Documentation projects presently in progress throughout the Caribbean include the oral and pictorial records' programme in Trinidad, and the oral history of plantation life after emancipation being conducted in Curacao.

THE MEMORY BANK PROJECT - JAMAICA

  The Jamaica Memory Bank Project was established in 1981 with the enthusiastic support and blessings of the Hon. Prime Minister and Minister of Culture.

 The aim of the project is to identify, contact and interview senior citizens about all aspects of life and customs which have a bearing on our cultural heritage and our history. This will enable a body of information to be created, supplementing what already exists, which will enhance cultural awareness and aid national development.

  The work of the Project is implemented by:
1) A Steering Committee working out of the Office of the Prime Minister
2) Professional Anthropologists, Historians and Librarians, who assist with training and overall planning 

3) Parish Coordinators who identify sources, arrange interviews and forward material to the central committee
4) Technical personnel who assist with audio-visual documentation

5) Computer Technologists who are preparing for the storage, listing, cross indexing and retrieval of information
  Audio-visual material is copied with the help of the University of the West Indies and the Caribbean Institute of Mass Communication (CARIMAC) so that one copy can be available for transcription and another for storage at the National Library's repository.
  The Memory Bank Project has been funded by government, by grants from UNESCO and gifts from private individuals and assisted by voluntary services of several persons. As a result of requests from other Caribbean Territories which became fascinated by the project and recognized the potential value of the regional bank, UNESCO has provided funding to study and explore possibilities for the establishment of a Caribbean Memory Bank.

  The Jamaican Project has as its main operating unit, a corp of parish committees made up entirely of volunteers. This project is administered by the Director of Art and Culture in the Office of the Prime Minister along with a small staff, which serves as a controlling and planning body. The Steering Committee members are drawn from institutions and bodies associated with research or with senior citizens, and representatives from each of the parish committees. Some of the institutions represented on the steering committee are:
           University of the West Indies 
           African Caribbean Institute of Jamaica 
           National  Library of Jamaica

           The National Council for the Aged
           The Friendly Societies of Jamaica   

 and     Jamaica Information Service
  Parish Committees of the Memory Bank to date, have made significant contributions to the Archieval store of information on Jamaican social and folk history. Although parish committees are unable to carry out as many interviews as they target there is a steady flow of material and information coming into the Memory Bank. Work is consistent and so enthusiastic are the volunteers that they are often reluctant to request expenses, consequently most of their efforts are in fact given free of cost. The main cost incurred by the administrative body in monitoring the parish committees is in the acquiring of cassettes and recording machines. Cassettes are made available on demand to people conducting interviews and each parish committee has been provided with a small portable cassette tape recording machine.
  Activities have been initiated to share the Memory Bank with other Caribbean Territories. Towards this end a workshop was convened in Jamaica October 8-12, 1984 with representatives from several Caribbean territories. Some of these countries now have in place formal Oral History Projects but many others do not, having instead, only one or two officers with special responsibility in this area, often operating out of the body responsible for culture. Because of limited resources and, in some cases, a shortage of adequately trained personnel, many Caribbean nations are looking to the Memory Bank model as the ideal structure for their particular situation and have expressed interest in starting Memory Bank Projects in their areas.
      A series of photographs of St. Joseph (Trinidad's former capital} has been completed and annotated, and a similar exercise is to be carried out on Piarco Village and Arima.

  It is felt that in order for the programme to progress, funding for a full-time person who could serve both as coordinator and researcher, as well as for part-time help in transcribing taped interviews will be needed. A need for more participation by interested members of the University staff, in identifying possible oral and pictorial records, conducting interviews and offering advice generally, has been expressed. Furthermore, those associated with the programme have stated the importance of initiating or developing close contacts with similar projects or institutions both at the national and at the regional levels.
REPORT ON BARBADOS
  No discussion of cultural activities can accurately represent the state of development in this island without the mention of the Commonwealth Caribbean Resource Centre (COMCARO). Although this centre is no longer functioning, the collection is still in place and the work which was done while it was in operation, represents a significant contribution to the store of documented material on West Indian culture. COMCARC may also be credited with establishing a model, which was, in fact, a viable and practical one.
  COMCARC was established in 1972 and during the years of its active functioning was concerned with the itemization, collection, cataloguing and publication of various aspects of Barbadian and Caribbean Culture. The stated aims of the project were:
1. Identifying and recording aspects of Caribbean life and culture, past and present
2. Producing resource materials, printed and audio-visual whereby Caribbean people can be effectively educated about their life styles
3. Stimulating investigation by Caribbean people themselves into their cultural, social and economic problems
  The Centre is administered by an Executive Committee elected by the members of COMCARC, membership being open to all persons and organizations interested in and willing to support the aims of the Centre.
Projects run by the Centre included:
1. Oral history

2. Video and audio recordings

3. Research

4. Documentation

5. Publication of bibliographies and papers

6. An education programme which included the use of media

7. Seminars
 The COMCARC collection presently contains:

a. Tape recordings from the oral history, interviews and lectures 
b. Photographes 

c. Slides - some arranged in slide/tape presentations

d. Newspaper clippings

e. Bibliographies  and
f. Over 300 theses on microfilm
  During the period of its operation COMCARC was funded by CEDAR (a branch of the Caribbean Council of Churches) 1972-1976, with additional assistance from the University of Waterloo, Ontario, Canada, 1972-1974, the U.S. Peace Corps 1974-1976, and the subscription of its members. With the ending of the grant from CEDAR, however, activities trickled down to an eventual stop as the hope for subventions from other sources were never received.
  The National Cultural Foundation was established by an Act of Parliament in March 1983 and became operational on February 1, 1984. It serves as the Executive Agency of the Ministry of Information and Culture and has responsibility for arts, and for community development. This body is seen as essential to the cultural development of Barbados in that it provides a flexible instrument through which policies and programmes may be efficiently executed.
  Among the many responsibilities outlined in its terms of reference is the encouragement of research. Towards this end the Foundation has set up a Folklore Society. This was made possible by assistance from the Organization of American States (OAS). The Folklore Society is at present, actively engaged in the retrieval of local history and folklore.
REPORT ON CAYMAN
  Although there is no officially established organization on the Cayman Islands researching oral history and traditions, various individuals and the media at large do private research by interviewing senior citizens. For example the newspapers do various features using senior citizens' memories. An example is the Caymanian Compass which does a feature called "Personalities of Cayman" and also their district reporters, usually older citizens, regularly add bits of living memories and legends to their reports.
  Radio Cayman does a School Broadcast Programme which uses interviews from senior citizens for many of their Cayman oriented programmes. "Women’s Hour" (radio magazine programme), "Know Your Heritage", "Focus on Your Life", (life stories of outstanding Caymanians), and special documentaries make use of our senior citizens living memories.

  The Cayman Islands government and the Community at large are becoming aware of the worsening situation with respect to the loss of certain aspects of Cayman's cultural heritage. One of government's priorities is the setting up of a Memory Bank Project based on the lines of the Jamaican one. Such a project would attempt to supplement existing data on historical and cultural heritage and be useful to various departments, groups and organizations. A project like this would forever benefit the whole cultural spectrum so essential to the growth of a nation.
  The island is finally realising that there is a history, a great deal to be learnt from their senior citizens while they are still around. Therefore, plans are being formulated to form a group committed to preserving on tape and in photographs in the rich and varied cultural heritage of the Caymanian people before various aspects are lost forever.

REPORT ON NETHERLAND ANTILLES

  One can state that in the sixties, the study of the oral tradition and history of the islands Curacao and Bonaire received serlous attention through the effort of Mr. Elis Juliana and reverend father Paul Brenneker. They started collecting traditional songs, proverbs, riddles, music, etc., .on tape. They now have a considerable amount of this information preserved in a foundation called "Fundashon Zinkinza". Furthermore they have also published some of this data.
  Besides Mr. Juliana and lather Brenneker the St. Eustatius Historical Foundation on the Dutch Wondward Island of St. Eustatius, did an extension collection of the oral history and oral tradition of the island. This data is centralized in the museum of the St. Eustatius Historical Foundation.
  In the eighties, the Institute of Archeology and Anthropology started doing research of the oral history and oral tradition of the six islands of the Netherland Antilles.
So far the following results have been obtained:
a) The oral history of Bonairian villages 
b) Traditional songs of Bonaire

c) Polular songs of Aruba, Bonaire and Curacao. Teamwork realised by Dr. J. Gansemans (Royal Museum for Central Africa) at    Tervuren, Belgium and Drs. R. M. Allen (Institute of Archaeology and Anthropology of the Netherland Antilles), A. Salsbach and E. Provence

d) The oral history of Curacaoan workers who emigrated to Cuba in the beginning of the XXth Century
   In preparation: The oral history of plantation life after the emancipation.

  Besides the persons and institutions mentioned, other people have done recording of oral history and oral traditions. Much of these recordings are not available, due to lack of communication.

  The intention is to follow the example of the Jamaica Memory Bank, with a similar plan of organization, which will function as a catalyst for the systematic and centralised approach of oral history and oral tradition research.

REPORT ON GRENADA

  Considerable work has been done to document Grenadian cultural forms. Unfortunately, the bulk of this work has been done by outsiders and the material collected has either remained with the Universities or Institutions sponsoring the research or have been deposited in private collections in Grenada., in an effort lo rectify such a situation, the Government has taken steps to utilize what limited resources it has available in such a way as to make it possible for research to be carried out in a systematic way.
  A plan has been devised to combine cultural performances with training and cultural research. In each parish, in selected villages a series of cultural activities will take place which will be recorded on video cassette. These will include Anansi Story nights (in Rener Sallee and La Portree) and concerts of Grenadian Folk Songs, many of which are in French Creole. Resource persons from other villages who can still dance the Lancers and Quadrille will be brought into workshops over an eight-month period in order to pass on the skills and to enable the Department to record and document these cultural forms. Data on Grenadian folk medicine and proverbs and local sayings will/ be collected.
  The department of culture has already purchased some equipment and plans are now being finalized to give staff basic training in techniques of cultural research and documentation.

  Grenada is at present at the point where the need for national efforts to carry out cultural research is being clearly articulated. Some planning has already been done. A small amount of field work has already been carried out. It is felt that a successful Memory Bank Project could therefore be developed. However, technical assistance would be needed to provide advice on setting up the Memory Bank as well as basic and advanced training in cultural research techniques. It is hoped that a resource person from the Jamaica Memory Bank Project could visit Grenada.

REPORT ON DOMINICA

  The earliest recordings of oral histories in Dominica began in the 1920's and 30's, by Mabel Cauderion and Douglas Taylor. Mrs. Cauderion was one of the first to investigate the Dominica folklore, learn dances and songs, folktales and customs and later present them in shows and concerts in the capital. She was also among the first to recognize the importance and value of the Creole language (Patois) and devised an orthography of her own in order to record it.  Mrs. Cauderion died in 1967, after writing several songs and plays and bringing dignity and pride to the rural people of Dominica. She is today regarded as Dominica’s foremost folklorist. Douglas Taylor was an Englishman who settled in Dominica and spent the better part of his life studying the Caribs of Dominica. His studies led to his writing of several books on the topic and other books on language in the Caribbean in general.

  In 1981, by an Act of Parliament, Government created the National Cultural Council. This operates as a Statutory Board with nine members and the Chief Cultural Officer as Chairman. The N.C.C. is responsible for the formulation of Cultural policy, which is then passed on to the Cultural Division for Implementation. The N.C.C. may own property, employ workers and raise its own funds. It reports to Government at the end of each year.

Projects of the N.C.C. Cultural Division are as follows:
- National School of Dance

- National Pan Association

- Carnival Organizing Committee Domfesta (D/ca Festival of Arts)

- Old Mil/ Cultural Centre

- Standing Committee on Creole Studies Exhibitions

- Workshops

- Lecture / Discussions

- Schools' Programmes

- Publications

 The work of the Standing Committee on creole Studies is of special interest. This Committee seeks to investigate the Creole language by studying Creole Culture. The folk heritage of Dominica is inseparably linked with Creole and as such any recording of oral history would have to be made in that language (except for one village whose ancestors were from St. Kitts and who speak an English patois known as Koyoy).
  Dominica and St. Lucia have been working closely on their study of Creole and have devised an orthography as well as other projects such as the development of a dictionary, a handbook for teaching the language and Creole Newspaper called "BALATA".
  A regional Creole Association called ACERTO (Association Caraibe d'Etude et Rester des traditions Orales) has members from Dominica, St. Lucia, Martinique, Guadeloupe and Haiti. Another Creole organization called BANZIL KWEYOL exists. The last Friday of October each year is observed as Creole Day in the Creole Speaking world.
  The historian Lennox Honychurch has been able to put his years of research and study into two valuable books: The Dominica Story - a history of the island and Our Island Culture (Commissioned by the Cultural Division). Mr. Honychurch has set up the Dominica Institute in order to facilitate his work.
  The Dominica Teachers Training College has encouraged several of its students to do research papers on aspects of Dominican Culture and now bas such papers.
   Dominica Broadcasting Service, the radio station, has a large number of tapes made during the Independence Anniversary Celebrations each year.
   A number of University students have written theses on Dominica folklore and oral history.
  There is no museum but the Dominica Public Library has a collection of research papers, books and magazine articles on the Dominica life style.

REPORT ON GUYANA

  It was only since Guyana gained her independence in 1966 that Guyanese people really became aware that they had a national heritage which was a rich and valuable one. Because Guyana is composed of so many ethnic groups, African, Amerindians, East Indians, Chinese and Portuguese, there are many traditions, customs and art forms that have to be ferreted out, collected and preserved. Each kind of ethnic tradition is essential to Guyana's nationhood. Because of this particular history, there are diverse traditions, customs and religious beliefs. There has been some attempt on the part of the government to merge them but without a great measure of success.

  Since the introduction of "Guyfesta" in 1975, many more people of all ethnic groups are coming forward to present their songs, dances, rituals and celebrations so that they may be experienced and shared by all. The Folk Research Unit was also started in 1975 as a result of a workshop conducted by Miss Olive Lewin on the techniques of collecting folklore. Sister Rose Magdalene, who was trained in these techniques by Miss Lewin, was appointed Folk Research Officer.

  Since 1975, much material has been collected on all the ethnic groups (with emphasis on the Amerindians), classified and filed. There are at least fifteen tapes of interviews with senior citizens as well as folk persons, and approximately ten with ethnic music and drumming.
  A Cultural Inventory of Guyana is being undertaken. The Guyana Heritage Society with the assistance of UNESCO is providing the funding. At present they are working towards the completion of the first phase of this project.

OTHER RESEARCH PROJECTS AND CULTURAL ACTIVITIES BEING IMPLEMENTED

  Several vibrant projects have been run in Surinam. Such persons are Richard and Sally Price and Christiaan Eersel are known for producing a continuous flow of information from that area. At present there is the project of the Sranan Akademiya on the development of Sranan, the local creole and the project on Surinam folklore.

  Also of interest is the project on St. Lucian and Dominican Folklore. In Antigua, research is in progress on the 20th century Village and Plantation Life - History and Folklore. The Virgin Islands have in place a collection of Dutch creole storles"8s we/l as a collection of Anansi stories. These and similar collections are presently housed in the Enid Baa Library there.

CONCLUSION

  This report has focused on specific Caribbean projects for which information has been received, and, as such is not an account of all the Oral and Cultural History Projects which may presently be in existence throughout the region. There are, for example, Oral History and Social History projects being conducted on several University campuses. These Universities are also engaged in training historians/researchers to meet the peculiar needs of the Caribbean Society. Such activities are invaluable to future development.
  Activities in the area of oral history and folk research are on the increase because the people of the Caribbean are fast realizing the importance of writing their own histories. For too long interest in the unique cultural retentions of this sub region has been exhibited by outsiders and activities geared towards its collection have been initiated by non - Caribbean persons and Institutions. Despite limited financial and human resources, territories are devising strategies to effectively discharge their responsibility to posterity by documenting the valuable store of information yet to be collected. Countries which do not yet have in place an organization for Oral History and Folk Culture Research, are in the process of setting up institutions or departments within institutions to cater to this need. What is more, Caribbean Scholars and researchers are becoming increasingly aware of the need to pool their resources and efforts as a region; to ensure maximum productivity and maintain high standards.

RESUMEN

El presente trabajo forma parte de un informe elaborado por the Jamaica Memory Bank, bajo la dirección de Miss Olive Lewin, Directora de su sección de Arte y Cultura, por encargo de la Oficina Regional de Cultura de la UNESCO para América Latina y el Caribe.

Dicho Informe contiene, además, un inventario de instituciones y asociaciones especializadas, una relación de materiales audio-visuales compilados por las mismas y una bibliografía de impresos y manuscritos sobre la temática de las tradiciones orales en el área del Caribe.

