Community Memories

Museum Oral History Project with BME communities

Liz Braby

“Oral history records the living memories and feelings of all kinds of people, many otherwise hidden from history, and creates a more vivid picture of our past.”

‘Community Memories’ the oral history project at Newport Museums and Heritage Service, began in October 2003. The project is currently aimed at recording the life stories of Newport’s Black and Minority Ethnic communities. These communities’ experiences are largely missing from Wales’ recorded history and Newport wants to acknowledge the important contribution made by these groups to the City’s unique heritage. The project employs a full-time project officer, Liz Braby, who is working in partnership with groups and individuals to collect their stories and bring their memories and experiences to the wider City community.

Diverse Communities in Newport, South Wales

People of an Asian or African background make up about 5% of the City’s population. However this percentage varies in different areas of the City. In Maindee, where the ‘Community Memories’ project is based, about 20% of the local people belong to a Black or Minority Ethnic community.

Over the years, many people from different countries have arrived in Wales and made Newport their home. They have frequently moved in search of work or new opportunities and have raised their families here. Traditionally many men arrived in Britain first and only called their wives and families over when they have made enough money to buy a house and support them.

My dad used to be a business man and he lived in Newport for such a long time. He was here at that time to earn money and to support the family. He used to tell us about the weather, ‘It’s really cold there, you have to wear the overcoat and everything’. And he brought a photo of him in the overcoat and it looked really nice to us because, you know, we always wear very thin clothes in Bangladesh. (Shamima)

I went to work on the buses. Them days, the buses were not modern like this; they used to be back-enders. You used to have a machine for the tickets and a money box and the total weight for the two items would have been about 15 lb. And people used to go sit upstairs. So at every stop you used to have to go upstairs, up and down all day. It was a very, very hard job. (Faryad)

Many of the members of the second and third generation have been born in Newport and have lived here all their lives.

Our parents don’t think we appreciate Pakistan as much as they do but they understand that we’ve grown up here and that’s why we like that kind of environment. Even if we were to go and live on a farm here in Britain, it’s such a different experience for us, we wouldn’t like it. (Saira)

Recording people’s lives 

One of the main aims of the ‘Community Memories’ project is to create an archive of life-story interviews with people from Newport’s Black and Minority Ethnic communities. Over twenty-five interviews have already been conducted with individuals from Pakistan, Bangladesh, Somalia, Jamaica, Iran, Algeria and the Congo. These have been recorded on minidisk and accessioned into the Museum’s collection. Staff are currently working towards making these accessible for members of the public.

 The ‘Community Memories’ Project Officer, has also trained a Pakistani member of the community to conduct life-story interviews in Urdu. This is to ensure that members of this large community in Maindee are not excluded from the project if they are not confident in spoken English.  We aim to train more volunteers to interview in the different languages of the City.

The life-story recordings enable memories and stories to be preserved and be used for the benefit of present and future generations. Extracts from the interviews have already been used to inform exhibitions, publications, web pages and school resources.

Temporary exhibitions

In May this year, Newport Museums and Heritage Service launched its first ‘Community Memories’ exhibition called ‘Holidays to the Homeland’. It was noted that a number of exhibitions across the country had already focused on stories of migration connected with the first generation of immigrants. As a result, it was decided to explore the opposite scenario - the experiences of Welsh-born BME community members when they have visited their motherlands for the first time. 

What I remember from my first visit to Jamaica was that it was the first time I saw my cousins and my auntie and the family. My grandparents lived in a part of Jamaica called Christiana and that’s in the country. It’s very green and lush and it’s just beautiful. I remember they didn’t have any electricity, no electricity at all. But it was great. It did show us that we don’t need TV, how lazy we have become and how fixated with this little box. (Paula)

The ‘Holidays to the Homeland’ exhibition is accompanied by a book containing more detailed accounts of people’s experiences. It is currently touring different community venues including schools, libraries and community centres. Both the exhibition and the book contain Urdu and Welsh translations to widen access and understanding across the City’s communities.

The next ‘Community Memories’ exhibition opens at Newport Museum and Art Gallery in October 2004. ‘Asian Bride’ explores wedding memories and stories amongst Newport’s Asian communities.

You would play - mostly with the girls - being a family. You know, your doll’s getting married to somebody else’s doll…And when the dolls are getting married, you do it in a very traditional way. They have to go to the bride’s house and the bridegroom will come with his friends. It is very, very traditional.  I can remember once even crying for my bride-to-be going away, because that’s a tradition there. The girl is crying because all the wedding is arranged and the girl doesn’t know where she’s going. (Rakhel)

Stories on film

Liz has also conducted interviews with members of the Refugee and Asylum Seeker communities in Newport. Extracts from these have been used to produce a DVD about the experiences of people who have had to flee from their countries. This thirty minute presentation combines still images and spoken voices to create a powerful and moving film. 

My people experienced a very, very ruthless and savage religious fascist people who suppressed people, especially young people. I have listed 150 of my friends and relatives who were executed in Iran, very, very ruthlessly. Some of them were very, very young – maybe seventeen years old, fifteen years old. Just because they shouted for freedom and independence. (Refugee from Iran)

Newport Museums and Heritage Service intends to circulate copies of the DVD to secondary schools in the City as a learning resource.

A web resource

A ‘Community Memories’ website is set to launch in September 2004 at www.newport.gov.uk/communitymemories. This educational resource will include extracts from interviews with different members of the BME communities and news about projects and events that are taking place in the City.
Working with children

Liz Braby, the Project Officer, is also working on specific projects with young people and children to encourage them to take pride in their lives and educate others about their culture. In November last year, young Asian people from the Maindee Youth Group were given disposable cameras to capture images of their lives. They discussed their choice of images with other members of the Group and their words and photographs were used to create a touring exhibition. 

Girls from the ‘Edge’ Asian Girl’s Youth Group in Newport have also been busy creating a cultural resource box for schools. The girls bought in objects from their culture and were recorded on minidisk talking about what they are and what they are used for. The box of objects, which also contains a CD of the girls’ voices, is intended for use in schools and community centres to bring a new perspective to lessons such as Religious Studies and Citizenship. It is being launched in the new academic year in September 2004.

The future

The ‘Community Memories’ project has been running for almost a year now and has been funded for another three and a half years. It is hoped that this time scale will enable the building and strengthening of links between Newport Museums and Heritage Service and BME community members. Museum staff would like to see the community take increased ownership of the project and benefit from the empowerment and self worth that this will achieve. It is also hoped that a greater understanding of different people’s lives and cultures will improve tolerance and harmony within the City.

‘Community Memories’ is funded through Cymorth: Newport Children's and Young People's Framework', a source of funding from the Welsh Assembly Government.

If you would like to find out more about the ‘Community Memories’ project, please contact Liz Braby - ‘Community Memories’ Project Officer - on 01633 246020 (email: liz.braby@newport.gov.uk)
