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The George A. Smathers Libraries in partnership with Pan Caribbean Sankofa, Inc., will hold two public 
humanities programs in UF and Panama in April 2021 to examine the history and lives of the Caribbean 
people who lived and worked in the former Panama Canal Zone and in Panama. The programs will 
address the importance of identity, community, religion, language, and culture in the face of the 
Caribbean diaspora and the segregation and racism faced in Panama and the U.S. The programs will 
feature a combination of exhibits, speaker panels, a documentary film screening, and community 
engagement activities focused on historical photos and oral history interviews. In addition to raising 
awareness about the lives and roles of these Caribbean people, the programs are intended to foster 
dialogue between the academic community and the dispersed Caribbean communities. These public 
engagement opportunities will provide forums for Caribbean people to share their voices, perspectives, 
and experiences as a marginalized community and also as people of great intelligence, expertise, 
professionalism, good character, and high morale in spite of discrimination and racism.  
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PROJECT NARRATIVE 

 
The George A. Smathers Libraries in partnership with Pan Caribbean Sankofa, Inc., propose two public 
humanities programs, to be held in UF and Panama in April 2021, to examine the history and lives of the 
Caribbean people who lived and worked in the former Panama Canal Zone and in Panama. In 1999 longtime 
Canal employee Cecil Haynes described the tens of thousands of West Indian laborers who constructed the 
Canal as VIPs, or Very Invisible People, because their stories were largely unknown and their contributions were 
unrecognized. Proposed programs will address the importance of identity, community, religion, language, and 
culture in the face of the Caribbean diaspora and the segregation and racism faced in Panama and the U.S. In 
addition to raising awareness about the lives and roles of these Caribbean people, the programs are intended to 
foster dialogue between the academic community and the dispersed Caribbean communities. These public 
engagement opportunities will provide forums for Caribbean people to share their voices, perspectives, and 
experiences as a marginalized community and also as people of great intelligence, expertise, professionalism, 
good character, and high morale in spite of discrimination and racism. 
 
The UF campus program will include a screening of a documentary Panama Dreams by Alison Saunders and a 
panel discussion with the filmmaker and members of Pan Caribbean Sankofa. In addition to the UF and local 
community, participants will include members of the Caribbean community living in Florida, Panama, and other 
locations. The program will include exhibits featuring historical photographs of laborers, families, and locations 
from the UF’s expansive Panama Canal Museum Collection. We will provide note pads, Post-It notes, and other 
means for participants to submit comments, emotional reactions, or descriptive information (e.g., identifying 
people, places, or subjects in the photos). Participants also will have the opportunity to contribute their 
comments using audio or video recordings, and Pan Caribbean Sankofa members will conduct oral history 
interviews with selected attendees. 
 
The second program will be organized by Pan Caribbean Sankofa and presented at St. Christopher’s Episcopal 
Church in Panama City (Iglesia Episcopal de San Cristóbal). It will follow the same format as the UF program, 
except that it will not include the film screening and talk by filmmaker Alison Saunders. The Church is an ideal 
location for this program given that it plays a central role in the community and it brings younger and older 
community members together regularly. Pan Caribbean Sankofa has identified an alternative location if needed: 
the Ciudad del Saber (City of Knowledge), which is an educational center in Panama.  
 
The two public humanities programs are important activities that advance a broader initiative. In 2019, 
members of Pan Caribbean Sankofa approached Panama Canal Museum Collection curators at UF and proposed 
a collaboration to document the history of the Caribbean people in Panama and the Canal Zone. Less than a year 
later, this partnership has accomplished its primary goal of starting an oral history program and currently is 
planning exhibits and outreach to educate and raise awareness globally. One obvious and immediate impact is 
that these programs will provide community members the opportunity to engage with their own history and 
culture in a profound way. Younger generations will have opportunities to learn about the experiences of their 
elder community members. Elders will be able to share their memories and to have their stories preserved so 
that others can learn from them in the future. The programs will aid efforts of Pan Caribbean Sankofa to 
produce recorded oral histories as more community members will become aware of the initiative. Community 
members can recommend interview participants and establish priorities for interview topics. 
 
The programs will have a significant impact for the UF community in that there is high and constant demand for 
information about the Caribbean community featured within the Canal’s history. Faculty in history, art history, 
anthropology, and other disciplines regularly request materials for courses. Graduate and undergraduate 
students request materials for their research, and additional historical resources will support future theses and 
dissertations. With increased access to more diverse and representative stories, Libraries curators provide 
better service to researchers and will be better equipped to interpret historical information for exhibitions. 
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Photographs will be described more accurately and will be more discoverable and accessible to a global 
audience. All collected information and recordings produced during the programs will be available at UF and 
shared freely via the UF Digital Collections and the Digital Library of Caribbean. Feedback from participants and 
the Pan Caribbean Sankofa leadership can establish collecting priorities for both oral histories and for collection 
materials. Additionally, members of the UF community will learn from the diverse experiences and perspectives 
of the Caribbean community. 
 
Timeline: 

• April-August 2020: Pan Caribbean Sankofa and UF curators select exhibit images. 
• August-October 2020: UF curators digitize images. 
• October-December 2020: Finalize travel plans for speakers. Libraries personnel print photo 

reproductions for exhibits. 
• December 2020-April 2021: Partners publicize public programs using press releases, websites, social 

media, and word of mouth. 
• April 2021: Two free programs held at UF and in Panama. Partners evaluate event outcomes and impact. 

 
Partner Biographies: 

Pan Caribbean Sankofa is an outreach, research, and education group to organizations and individuals interested 
in the history, culture, and diaspora of Caribbean people and their descendants in the Caribbean, Latin America, 
and the U.S. - focusing on Panama and the Panama Canal. Carmen Grimes-Eccles is the board representative. 
 
The Panama Canal Museum Collection in the George A. Smathers Libraries is a leading research collection for the 
study of the American era of the Panama Canal. Curators John Nemmers and Betsy Bemis, Ph.D., preserve and 
provide access to historically significant materials in order to facilitate knowledge creation and dissemination. 
 
Partner Contributions: 

Pan Caribbean Sankofa members will participate as speakers in both events, and members living in Panama will 
lead planning for the Panama City event. Members also will guide the selection process for exhibit photographs, 
will promote the programs, will conduct interviews with program participants, and will evaluate the program 
impacts. Pan Caribbean Sankofa already creates oral histories and has digital recorders, permission forms, and 
materials needed for the interviews. 
 
Smathers Libraries personnel will scan and print photo reproductions for exhibits (using in-house printing 
equipment and supplies), mail reproductions to Panama, provide note pads and Post-It notes to be used in both 
events, and will promote and evaluate the programs. The Libraries will provide the use of Room 100, the large 
event space in the Smathers Library Building, for the UF program.  
 
Evaluation Plan: 

The partners will evaluate the programs based on several quantitative factors including the number of 
participants, the quantity of comments and information contributed via the exhibits, the number of interviews 
conducted during and after the events, and the number of queries from UF and community members relating to 
the events (gauging interest vs. active participation). The evaluation also will consider other factors such as the 
demographics of participants (e.g., were we able to engage people of all ages), the quality of the information 
provided by participants in the exhibits and interviews, and substantive qualitative feedback from participants to 
guide future planning, priorities, and activities. 
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DETAILED BUDGET 

 

We request $3,372 in Public Humanities Grant funds to support the two public humanities events: 
• $900 flight between Barbados and Gainesville - Alison Saunders 
• $300 lodging for Alison Saunders in Gainesville ($150 x 2 nights) 
• $72 meals for Alison Saunders in Gainesville (2 days) 
• $500 honorarium for Alison Saunders visit to UF 
• $600 lodging for Pan Caribbean Sankofa members in Gainesville ($150 x 4 participants x 1 night) 
• $700 lodging for Pan Caribbean Sankofa members in Panama ($175 x 4 participants x 1 night) 
• $150 for food/drinks for UF program 
• $150 for food/drinks for Panama program 

 
The following expenses will be funded by Pan Caribbean Sankofa: 

• Members will pay for personal travel expenses to Gainesville and/or Panama. 
 
The following expenses will be funded by the Smathers Libraries: 

• Labor for Panama Canal Museum Collection curators and other personnel in planning and implementing 
the events (to scan and print photos used in exhibits, to manage the data and information gathered at 
the programs, etc.). 

 
The Smathers Libraries will provide these services and supplies at no expense to this proposed project: 

• Smathers Library Building Room 100 
• Design and printing of exhibit photos, brochures, and promotional documents. 
• Note pads, Post-It notes, and pencils/pens. 
• Publication of interviews and exhibit images and descriptive information via the UF Digital Collections 

and the Digital Library of the Caribbean. 
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March 13, 2020 
 
 
 
To Whom It May Concern: 
 
I support this application and I am confident that the collaborative project with Pan 

Caribbean Sankofa will be successful. With this letter, I am committing the Smathers 

Libraries to undertake the proposed public events described in the proposal and to 

administer the grant funds if awarded. 

 

 

Regards, 

 

 

 

Patrick J. Reakes 

Senior Associate Dean 

George A. Smathers Libraries 

University of Florida 
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