Research Trip Report: Paris, July 2026

In July 2026, I undertook a research trip to Paris, supported by the Association for the study of modern & contemporary France. The visit constituted a significant stage in my doctoral research and has both substantially advanced my primary-source research and informed the methodological direction of the project going forward.

My PhD examines the post-war trajectories of French Caribbean veterans of the Free French Forces (FFL), focusing on the period 1945–1985. Between 1940 and 1943, approximately 4,000–5,000 men and women from the French Caribbean joined the Free French Forces. My research explores the diverse trajectories of these veterans following the Second World War, asking why some returned to Martinique and Guadeloupe while others remained in metropolitan France or were relocated elsewhere within the French Empire. It also considers how wartime service and the 1946 departmentalisation of the French Caribbean shaped veterans’ identities, experiences of belonging, professional lives, and engagement with commemoration and anti-colonial activism.

The principal purpose of the research trip was to undertake archival research that could not be conducted remotely. During my time in Paris, I consulted collections at the Service Historique de la Défense (Vincennes), Archives Nationales, RATP, APHP, SNCF archives, and the Archives nationales du monde du travail. Prior to the visit, I had compiled a dataset of 1,287 Antillean FFL troops from the Mémoire des hommes database. This provided a basis for targeted archival research into veterans’ subsequent military, administrative, professional, and personal trajectories.

The trip proved particularly valuable in demonstrating both the possibilities and limitations of the archival record. While I identified important sources that will contribute directly to my thesis, the research also revealed significant gaps in the documentation of veterans’ post-war lives. These gaps have prompted an important methodological development in the project, highlighting that archival research will inform my research alongside oral history, particularly interviews with veterans’ descendants and other individuals able to provide insight into experiences that are largely absent from institutional records.

The research trip has therefore had an impact extending beyond the collection of individual sources. It has enabled me to refine the questions I ask, reassess the balance between archival and oral sources, and develop a more nuanced methodology for examining the lived experiences of French Caribbean veterans. The archival material collected will inform forthcoming chapters of my thesis, while the methodological insights gained in Paris will shape the next phase of my research.

The Society’s financial support was instrumental in making this research possible. The breadth and duration of the visit allowed me to access multiple specialist collections and, importantly, to establish a much clearer understanding of how these sources can be brought together with oral testimony. I am very grateful for the Society’s investment in my research and for the opportunity it provided to undertake this essential stage of my doctoral project.
