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 The 1991 census demonstrated that 8.3% of the population of Bolton was of Indian or Pakistan origin. Although a representative section of this community visited Bolton Museum and used Bolton Archives and Local Studies Unit, staff identified that this community was not well represented in the collections held. This fundamental problem, combined with a need to encourage community participation, led to the formation of an ethnic minorities  provision working group, made up of staff from Bolton’s Archives, Museum Service and Library department. The aim was to improve access to collections by all members of the community and devise a plan to make all collections more representative of Bolton’s diverse  community.

The group realised that the issue needed to be handled with sensitivity and decided to proceed initially in a limited but structured manner, targetting one group. Links were made with a mainly Muslim primary school and a project was planned which would not only introduce the children to archive and museum objects, but would also  attempt to creat links with their parents. An initial visit was made by the children to the archive and museum to describe the work of these organisations. A follow up visit was made by staff to the classroom and children were requested to bring objects that represented their lives and family. The children created a “Museum of Me” along with family trees and object labels. A display was then formed, providing an insight into childrens lives and their view of the world. An education pack was also produced which can be found at www.bgfl.org.uk Although the exhibition was a success in raising the profile of the museum in this community, it did not result in the deposit of new archives or objects. 

The next project undertaken is entitled On the Elephants Back, which aims to encourage deposits of material, as well as to raise awareness. As part of the Commonwealth Festival an exhibition is proposed to include old views of the commonwealth along with stories of how people from commonwealth countries came to Bolton. An oral history project is an important part of the project, along with the use of objects to illustrate the lives of these people. The project was initially advertised through community groups and then through the local press to reach wider section of the community. The feedback has been encouraging and the resultant exhibition will feature about 20 stories. 

Bolton’s Museum and Archive departments have  found that there is no  quick and easy solution to creating representative collections.   The whole process must be seen as a long term development, where relationships with local communities are built up over a sustained period of time.  They intend to continue to work together and with libraries to undertake dynamic  but straightforward projects, to build links with the people of Bolton.
