
30 Florida Libraries,  Spring 2020

"There is just  so much to know... there 
is just  so much to know about  our 
history,"  emphasized Fredi Sears 
Brown in a 2002 interview.1 Mrs. 
Brown was referring to how she and 
her late husband started curat ing a 
special collect ion of documents and 
art i facts that  ref lect  the history and the 
experiences of African Americans in 
Manatee County,  Florida, and beyond. 
Their ef forts resulted in the founding 
of the Family Heritage House, Inc.,  a 
museum and research center that  
celebrates its 30th anniversary and is 
located in the Library and Learning 
Center of the State College of Florida, 
Manatee-Sarasota.

M ak in g Room  f or  Local  
Her i t age
Fredi Sears Brown and her late husband, Ernest  
L. Brown, Jr.,  started collect ing items when they 
were living in Detroit ,  Michigan. Witnesses to 
historical events such as the Detroit  Riots of 1967, 
Mr. And Mrs. Brown?s academic backgrounds in 
journalism and educat ion mot ivated them to 
document and safeguard the living history they 
were experiencing. They started saving news 
clippings, photographs, documents,  and books 
depict ing African American history and heritage.2 

Their goal was ambit ious: To mot ivate children, 
youth, and society in general on an ?ongoing 
search for t ruth.? More specif ically,  a t ruth that  
was being bypassed by mainstream history with 
regard to African Americans? experiences.3 

After the Browns moved to Bradenton, 
Florida in the 1970?s, their collect ion kept  
growing and as the years passed, they realized 
they had created a hybrid library-museum 
collect ion of books and documents.4 In 1990, 

they opened the f irst  ?Heritage House? in a 
t rai ler located behind a Head Start  of f ice in their 
neighborhood on the East  side of Bradenton. 
Their intent ion was to have a non-circulat ing 
collect ion available to anyone for browsing, 
studying, and researching.5 In a conversat ion 
with the Museum Specialist ,  Kathie Marsh, she 
explains that  the Browns? focus was always on 
youth. They envisioned young people learning, 
being proud of their heritage, and feeling 
mot ivated to further their educat ion. At  the t ime, 
Mrs. Brown worked at  Manatee Community 
College (MCC), developing Equal Opportunity 
programs and leading the College?s outreach 
efforts to diversify their student  body. That?s 
how MCC President ,  Dr. Stephen Korcheck, 
heard about  the Browns? unique collect ion. He 
recognized that  they needed a more permanent  
solut ion and made it  his personal goal to create a 
space for the collect ion in the college. Dr. 
Korcheck was instrumental in developing a 
campaign to raise funds to build space, according 
to Marsh. 

Dr. Korcheck?s init ial impetus was 
followed by st rong support  f rom the next  
president ,  Dr. Sarah Pappas, who worked to 

The Family Heritage House: A Unique 
Museum-College Library Partnership

Ernest  and 
Fredi Brown 
in front  of 
the f irst  
Family 
Heritage 
House: a 
t rai ler 
located 
behind a 
Head Start  
in 
Bradenton.

By: Alicia K. Long



31Florida Libraries,  Spring 2020

secure contribut ions from several community 
organizat ions. In September 2000, the Family 
Heritage House, Inc. opened the doors of their 
new building, at tached to the MCC 
Bradenton Library.6 What  makes 
this case unique is that  the Family 
Heritage House, Inc. (FHH) remains 
an independent  organizat ion, but  i t  
has been part  of  the college since 
then. ?It?s been a real blessing to 
have the college build the space here 
for i t ,? points out  Marsh. In 
addit ion to operat ing benef its,  
Marsh explains that  moving the 
museum to the college allowed for 
more exposure, such as being a 
dest inat ion for local school tours 
and becoming visible to students,  
faculty,  and the wider community. 
As Fredi Brown told a reporter in 
2007, ?People can learn so much 
about  themselves by just  exposing 
themselves to dif ferent  cultures.?7

Although at  f irst  the library 
and the museum were only sharing a wall,  since 
then the relat ionship between both inst itut ions 
has deepened and taken the form of a more act ive 
partnership. In 2018 the college, now called State 
College of Florida, Manatee-Sarasota (SCF,)  built  
a new Library & Learning Center on campus. The 
Family Heritage House is now housed in this 

building, w ith their own dedicated 
spaces that  feature a gallery,  research 
space, and children?s room. ?It?s a great  
president ial legacy for the college that  
several presidents have supported the 
Family Heritage House,? ref lects Meg 
Hawkins, director of SCF Libraries. 
?[ Current  President ]  Dr. Carol Probst feld 
supported their move into this new 
space, building on Dr. Korcheck?s and 
Dr. Pappas? legacies. The presidents have 
supported the partnership throughout  
the years,? aff irms Hawkins.

Shar in g Her i t age f or  30 
Years

The Browns? vision of an ongoing search for t ruth 
through family heritage has impacted the 
Manatee and Sarasota communit ies for the 
museum?s 30 years of ex istence. The FHH's 
collect ions are broad and encompassing. A 
sect ion of art i facts and documents depicts the 

internat ional origins 
of local fam ilies,  
such as African 
masks and drums, 
memorabilia from 
Nelson Mandela?s 
elect ion, and other 
art i facts related to 
the African diaspora. 
A nat ional and 
regional history 
sect ion includes 
art i facts on slavery,  
the United States 
Civi l War,  and a 
special sect ion about  
the history of Robert  
Smalls. Smalls,  an 
enslaved person who 
escaped to freedom 
pilot ing a 
Confederate ship,  

later became a legislator in South Carolina. 
Smalls? descendants have a local connect ion and 
in 2018 the FHH hosted an exhibit  on this special 
topic. The museum also includes important  
documents about  the Underground Railroad, and 
owns a copy of William St i ll?s book The 

Groundbreaking for the Family Heritage House building that  opened 
next  to the Manatee Community College Library in 2000. Ernest  and 
Fredi Brown are at  the center. To Mr. Brown?s lef t  is Dr. Sarah Pappas 
(MCC president)  and to Mrs. Brown?s right  are her mother and Dr. 
Stephen Korcheck (MCC president)

An Ongoing Search for Truth Plaque depict ing Fredi and 
Ernest  Brown, co-founders of the Family Heritage 
House, located at  the entrance to the museum.
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Underground Railroad, published in 1872. In 
2003, the FHH was added to the Nat ional Park 
Service?s Underground Railroad Network to 
Freedom and it  has also been designated a spot  
on the Gulf  Coast  Heritage Trail. Art i facts 
depict ing the Jim Crow era are featured, as well as 
the Harlem Renaissance, with a special sect ion on 
Zora Neale Hurston. As proof of their 
commitment  to family heritage, the Museum has 
sect ions related to local f igures who became 
sports legends and on local m ili tary heroes. 
Another sect ion showcases the f irst  African 
American educators of Manatee County,  for 
whom several of  the local schools are named. 
Documents on segregat ion in local schools and 
other art i facts of local signif icance complement 
the collect ion, including a model of the historical 
Central Avenue West  in Bradenton, a landmark of 
African American-owned stores and businesses. 
The FHH as an inst itut ion also plays an important  
role as a gathering space for the Manatee and 
Sarasota African American communit ies. Local 
chapters of Greek fraternit ies and sororit ies,  the 
Manasota chapter of the Associat ion for the Study 
of African American Life and History (ASALH), 
and other service groups offer scholarships to 
high school and college students and regularly 
host  events at  the FHH.

The Annie Lucy Williams Children?s Room 
contains collect ible dolls and other African 
American toys, plus a special collect ion of 
children?s books. In 2019, on the occasion of the 
50th anniversary of the Coret ta Scot t  King (CSK) 
Books Award (an award for African-American 
li terature for youth presented by the American 
Library Associat ion)8 ,  the FHH made the 
commitment  to acquire all the CSK Book Award 
winners for author and i llust rator for the past  50 
years. An event  celebrat ing this new collect ion 
hosted many students from local schools and 
their fam ilies in November 2019.9

Par t n er in g f or  Cul t ural  
Her i t age
Libraries and museums share a goal of li fe-long 
learning and a responsibili ty for preserving and 
sharing cultural heritage. The UNESCO website 
states that ,  ?heritage const itutes a source of 
ident ity and cohesion for communit ies? and 
along with creat ivity,  heritage lays, ?the 

foundat ions for vibrant ,  innovat ive and 
prosperous knowledge societ ies.?10 Cultural 
inst itut ions like museums and libraries seek to 
address the knowledge needs of their 
community. Although there are many examples 
of other museum-library partnerships, including 
some in Florida, not  much has been writ ten about  
experiences like these.11 In 2005, the President  of 
the Florida Libraries Associat ion, Dr. Derrie 
Perez, led the publicat ion of a special issue of 
Florida Libraries about  cultural heritage.12 An 
earlier column in the same publicat ion, Floridiana 
With a Twist ,  compiled organizat ions related to 
African American cultural heritage in Florida.13 
That  list ,  along with the Florida Black Heritage 
Trail Guide published by the Florida Department  
of State,14 include several African American 
organizat ions and museums from the Tampa Bay 
and Gulf  Coast  areas. But  none of them, as far as 
the author could f ind, have t ies with a college or 
an academic library.

In this unique partnership,  the museum 
maintains its independence as an incorporated 
501(c)3 organizat ion, but  the college provides the 
space and contributes to the operat ional budget . 
The two inst itut ions have signed a memorandum 
of understanding that  clearly specif ies their 
respect ive responsibili t ies. The SCF Libraries 
director is part  of  the FHH Board and supervises 
the museum?s only paid staff  member. The 
Family Heritage House?s book collect ion, as well 
as the rest  of their materials,  belongs to the 
organizat ion. However,  the SCF librarians are 
helping make the collect ion more discoverable 
and all members of the SCF Libraries staff  assist  
the FHH with support  and promot ion of their 
events and init iat ives. 

Although the collaborat ion presents some 
challenges, the benef its for both inst itut ions are 
evident . ?For me it?s all about  access,? explains 
Hawkins, SCF Libraries director. ?I want  to 
promote awareness of and access to the resources 
of the Family Heritage House to SCF students and 
to our community patrons. It?s about  educat ing 
our communit ies. That?s where you can tell I get  
excited: It?s about  get t ing to promote cultural 
understanding and empathy in our community.? 
A shared goal for both inst itut ions.
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Look in g t o t he 
Fut ure
With the move to the 
new building and a need 
to cont inue the legacy of 
the Browns, the FHH 
leadership looks forward 
to st rengthening the 
partnership with SCF. A 
new init iat ive is being 
developed that  seeks to 
make their book 
collect ion more visible. 
SCF librarians and staff  
are working on adding 
the special collect ion of 
FHH books to the library?s 
integrated system and 
catalog, to make them 
easier to f ind and to allow circulat ion of selected materials. 

The collaborat ion on future family and children events related to the Coret ta Scot t  King Book 
Award collect ion will cont inue, with the next  family event  scheduled for the f irst  Saturday of 
November,  2020. In addit ion, celebrat ions for the 30th anniversary will include a jazz concert  in the 
SCF Neel Perform ing Arts Center and other events.

This year Fredi Sears Brown will celebrate her 97th birthday. More than 30 of those years were 
devoted to a legacy of preserving and sharing the family,  local,  and nat ional history of many African 
American families like hers. Thanks to partnering with the State College of Florida, Manatee-Sarasota 
and its library,  that  legacy is st rong and will cont inue to be available for generat ions to come.
________________
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