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This book is dedicated to my mother, Olga, and, in fondest memory, to my dad, Robert, who died aged seventy-nine shortly after its completion.


He deserved a statue, 20ft tall and made of gold. He wouldn’t have wanted one. But to the many who loved him, he’ll always be on a pedestal.
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Introduction



Our Statues and What They Stand For


It feels strange to say that this isn’t really a book about statues – but this is a book more blood than bronze. Writing about statues is a way of writing about people. People with intriguing lives, for better or worse. Statues are also a way of decoding Britain; you can tell a lot about those in power by seeing who a nation puts on a pedestal, and who it doesn’t.


The controversy over some of those choices, which exploded in the summer of 2020, was the catalyst for this book. It explores slave trader Edward Colston’s journey from looking down on Bristol to being pushed into the city’s harbour.


Around the country, the unsavoury past of exalted men cast in bronze and carved in marble clashed with the present. Statues became objects of fury. Irresistible force met immovable object. Or, in the case of Colston, movable object. Statues were now pawns; the once-powerful press-ganged into our culture wars.


The debate over whether certain statues should be removed is discussed here. But there’s far more to Britain’s statues than anger and division.


This book celebrates statues. It looks at who we are as much as who we were. Recent statues reflect our decreasing deference. Cherished figures in popular culture have sprung up alongside monarchs and politicians: Queen Victoria and Victoria Wood. They live at street level rather than on a pedestal, part of their community instead of something aloof.


There are several books about London’s statues, and the city features heavily here. But this is the first book to explore public statues around the UK, from the Scottish Highlands to the south coast, as well as Wales and Northern Ireland.


To whittle down the thousands of contenders, I set a couple of rules. Outdoor statues only – those that can be seen by passers-by as part of the landscape. Statues of specific people (and animals) rather than abstract art and sculptures of anonymous figures. And I occasionally ignored these rules for the sake of a good story.


I’ve tried to offer a cross-section of statues. There are memorials to those killed in war and in more surprising places; statues of sports stars, musicians, comedians; and a statue of the Duke of Wellington, known less for the quality of the sculpture than for the traffic cone that sits on his head.


I examine the lack of statues of women and people from ethnic minorities, and recent moves to make statues more reflective of who we are. There are interviews with sculptors who made some of the nation’s favourite modern statues, including those of Eric Morecambe and Emmeline Pankhurst. Sir Antony Gormley discusses the Angel of the North, and more traditional statues.


On a Pedestal is also part travelogue, an element that had to be fitted around Covid-19 lockdowns – something new for statues that may have thought they’d seen it all.


During the gap between the book being written and published, several statues mentioned in it are due to be unveiled. Even in a digital world, statues remain the default setting for public tribute.


As soon as Captain Tom Moore, Dame Vera Lynn and Prince Philip died, there were demands for statues. They’ll continue to stand over and among us, inspiring, amusing, enraging or just blending into the background. But they all have stories to tell.


Roger Lytollis


August 2021










1



Random Encounters with Statues #1: City Square, Leeds


Turn left out of Leeds Station and within seconds you’re in statue heaven. City Square has thirteen of them. The square – it is actually a half-circle but let’s not stress about that – was completed in 1899 to celebrate Leeds’s new city status.


The most imposing presence is Edward Prince of Wales, more commonly known as the Black Prince. If you like your statues old-school, this is as good as it gets. Way up on a lofty plinth, a man on a horse with a big sword. They don’t make ’em like that anymore. If only they did. Ed Sheeran on a horse with a big sword? The campaign starts here.


Ed Sheeran has little connection with Leeds, but that wouldn’t necessarily stop him having the most prominent statue in the city. He has at least performed here. The Black Prince has precisely zero links to Leeds. But in the 1890s, statues did not tend to be chosen by public vote. The prince was commissioned and paid for by Thomas Harding, a local industrialist and Mayor of Leeds.


Harding rejected the opportunity to recognize a local hero, preferring the Prince of Wales/Duke of Cornwall, who had died more than 500 years earlier. The Black Prince carried an air of romance; the kind of romance that involves killing French people in the name of England and having a sexy nickname.


We can’t be sure why he’s known as the Black Prince. The name developed more than a century after his death and may refer to his black armour rather than his brutal reputation. The eldest son of Edward III, he died aged forty-five before he could become king.


But he lives on in Leeds, permanently poised for battle. He’s an impressive sight astride his stallion. It is definitely a stallion; I looked underneath. He’s about 20ft off the ground. Any protestors who take against the Black Prince will need a head for heights.


The sculptor was Thomas Brock, who went on to create the vast and spectacular Queen Victoria memorial outside Buckingham Palace. It took Brock several years to complete the Black Prince. The statue was too big for any British foundry and had to be cast in Belgium, sailed across the North Sea, and towed by barge from Hull. It was installed in 1903.


I open my bag to take out my notebook. Instantly I hear, and feel, a swarm around me. Dozens of pigeons. Maybe hundreds. A feathered tornado.


To paraphrase Bob Geldof, I don’t like pigeons. Those infuriating balls of cooing and pooing. But the eye of the storm is surprisingly calm. Nothing to do except stay still and wait for it to pass.


Hunting for my notebook presumably triggered a Pavlovian response. People must open their bags and give them food – God knows why. They find me less generous. One of them pecks my shoe; I try to kick it. After about twenty seconds they depart in a cloud of feathers.


Cautiously, I examine the prince. His sword remains sheathed; his left hand holds the reins; his right arm is stretched across his body, perhaps pointing. On both arms, on his head, on his horse, are pigeons. This is the opposite of dignified. The horse has a look of, ‘How did it come to this?’ Its eyes are oddly cartoonish, like something you’d see on a Hanna-Barbera character. I’m reminded of Percy Shelley’s poem ‘Ozymandias’, about a vast statue found crumbling in a desert:




And on the pedestal, these words appear:


My name is Ozymandias, King of Kings;


Look on my Works, ye Mighty, and despair!





The Yorkshire equivalent is found on the Black Prince’s plaque: ‘Edward Prince of Wales. Svrnamed The Black Prince. The Hero of Crecy and Poitiers. The Flower of England’s Chivalry. The Vpholder of the Rights of the People in the Good Parliament.’


And now, covered in pigeons and pigeon shit. In places, he looks more like the White Prince. He’s guarded at each corner of his plinth by snarling lions. Fat lot of use they turned out to be.


While the prince dominates City Square, he is by no means its only bronze inhabitant. Outside the former General Post Office – now the imaginatively titled The Restaurant Bar & Grill – stand statues of four men, also here since 1903. Now trapped in a plastic-screened dining area.


James Watt – Scottish inventor, chemist and engineer whose pioneering work with steam engines drove the Industrial Revolution. He’s here in recognition of industry’s impact on Leeds. There’s a scroll in his left hand; his right contains what is probably a measuring device but, from the other side of the screens, could be a small bird. A pigeon?


John Harrison – seventeenth-century cloth merchant and Leeds philanthropist. He built a church, a school and housing for the poor. Now he’s forever carrying a large book and pointing at drinkers who wonder who the old fella with the twirly moustache is.


Joseph Priestley – Yorkshire-born scientist who, in the eighteenth century, made important discoveries about electricity and oxygen. His right hand holds a magnifying glass and his left a pestle and mortar. From this distance it looks like a mug with a teaspoon sticking out. Perhaps he’s using the magnifying glass and the sun to heat up a Cup-a-Soup? Impressive.


A plaque on the fourth statue’s plinth reveals its identity – Dr Hook. Quite right, too. ‘Sylvia’s Mother’ . . . ‘A Little Bit More’ . . . ‘When You’re in Love with a Beautiful Woman’ . . . ‘Sexy Eyes’ . . . every city should have a statue of Dr Hook.


With a little disappointment, I discover that this Dr Hook is Dr Walter Farquhar Hook, Vicar of Leeds from 1837–59. He was popular thanks to his work for the poor. His left hand holds a Bible; his right hand is in the air. Is he giving a blessing, pointing or preaching? The message is lost in time.


There’s a blur of wings across the square. A man is opening a bag. Pigeons everywhere. Calling them ‘tame’ would be understating matters. This is not a false alarm; the man scatters some kind of food across the ground and they scramble for it. Please – whatever you do – never eat a sandwich in City Square, Leeds.


There are eight more statues here: eight nymphs, topless, covered only by a wisp of something ethereal around their midriffs. Well, and by pigeon poo. They’re labelled alternately ‘EVEN’ and ‘MORN’, for evening and morning. The MORNs are clutching roses and their eyes are open. The EVENs have closed eyes and are stretching. All are holding lamps.


They were created by Sir Alfred Drury. He also sculpted Joseph Priestley, of pestle and mortar/Cup-a-Soup fame. Drury was versatile; you have to give him that.


The so-called ‘Drury Dames’ were unveiled in 1899, and their nudity sparked angry letters to the Yorkshire Post. Even now I feel a bit embarrassed to be staring at them and taking notes. What if people think I find them strangely alluring?


I do find them strangely alluring. Is it wrong to fancy a statue? Almost certainly. There’s a name for it: agalmatophilia. Few cases have been recorded. Austro-German psychiatrist Richard Von Krafft-Ebbing mentioned one example in his 1877 text Psychopathia Sexualis: a male gardener who fell in love with a Venus de Milo. He was apparently discovered trying to have sex with it. Good luck explaining that.


As I leave, with pigeons waddling ominously in my direction, it occurs to me that City Square, Leeds, sums up men and women in Britain’s statues. Men celebrated for power and achievement; women looking pretty.
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How Are the Mighty Fallen: Controversial Statues


On 25 May 2020, a shop assistant in Minneapolis called 911 and told police that a man had bought cigarettes with a fake $20 bill. Soon the man – George Floyd – was dead. Floyd was Black. The police officer who kneeled on his neck for more than nine minutes was white.


Thirteen days later, 4,000 miles away, the bronze statue of Edward Colston in the centre of Bristol had rope tied around its head and ankles. It was pulled from its plinth by a cheering crowd, dragged and rolled a third of a mile to the city’s harbour, and pushed into the water that Colston’s slave ships had sailed from.


Since George Floyd’s death, Black Lives Matter protests had been held in the US and many other countries. What began in 2013 as a campaign opposing American police brutality against Black people had grown into a wider anti-racism movement. In the UK, statues were suddenly on the front line. The people they depicted were examined for evidence of wrongdoing. In some cases, this wasn’t hard to find.


Between 1680 and 1692, Edward Colston was a high-ranking official with the Royal African Company, rising to become its deputy governor. This organisation transported slaves from West Africa to the Caribbean and America. They were wrenched from their homes and sold to work on tobacco and sugar plantations. They were shackled together and branded on their chests with the company’s initials or with the letters ‘DoY’, for its governor, the Duke of York, who became King James II. Then they were herded into ships.


During Colston’s time with the company, it enslaved more than 84,000 Africans, including 12,000 children. Packed below decks, about 20,000 died from disease, suicide and murder during the six-to-eight-week journey. The bodies were thrown overboard.


Colston’s involvement with the slave trade, if not the gory details, was known to many Bristolians. But the waters were muddied by Colston’s charitable work. He supported local hospitals, schools, churches and accommodation for the poor.


This philanthropy was commemorated in streets, buildings and landmarks: Colston Avenue; Colston Tower, an office block on Colston Street; and Colston Hall, the city’s biggest music venue. Bristol Cathedral’s largest window bore the words: ‘To the glory of God and in memory of Edward Colston’.


His legacy was long-lasting. The statue, designed by Irish sculptor John Cassidy, was unveiled in 1895, 174 years after Colston’s death. Its plaque read: ‘Erected by citizens of Bristol as a memorial of one of the most virtuous and wise sons of their city’.


There had been petitions and protests against the statue since at least the 1990s, when the source of much of Colston’s wealth had become more widely known. Unofficial plaques had been attached describing Colston’s role in the slave trade.


In 2018, Bristol City Council agreed to affix a similar plaque, which would also highlight the fact that Colston’s charities supported only people who subscribed to his own religious and political beliefs. But the wording couldn’t be agreed after objections from some councillors and the Society of Merchant Venturers, of which Colston had been a member.


This debate became academic when the statue was pulled down. Its removal was quickly followed by those parts of the cathedral window that mentioned Colston being boarded up and an application made to remove them.


Colston Tower became Beacon Tower; Colston Hall had already become the Bristol Beacon. Colston’s Girls’ School removed its statue of Colston and changed its name, as did Colston’s Primary School. The separate Colston’s School, founded by the merchant, said it was considering doing the same.


None of this attracted quite the same attention as a statue being dragged from its plinth. Seeing something that had stood motionless for more than a century brought to reluctant life was undeniably compelling. Many found it deliciously subversive to watch an establishment figure suffer such indignity.


Bristol City Council retrieved the statue after four days, with a view to putting it in a museum. One of Colston’s coattails had been lost en route to the harbour, along with the staff he had leaned on for 125 years. There was a heart-shaped hole in his backside.


Conservators dried out the statue and were tasked with preserving the paint that had been daubed on it after it was pulled down. How are the mighty fallen – red paint on its face. ‘BLM’ on one shoulder, ‘Prick’ on the remaining coattail.


Interviewed by the Bristol Post, Fran Coles, the council’s conservation and documentations manager, said of the graffiti, ‘It has become part of the story of the object, of the statue, so our job is to try and retain that as much as possible, while stabilising the statue for the long term.’ She added, ‘I’m not sure if it is chewing gum, but he certainly has something that has been stuck up his nose.’


The days after Colston was toppled saw a scramble to remove, rename and apologise. Institutions across Britain rushed to declare their abhorrence of slavery and racism in general.


An eighteenth-century statue of a kneeling Black man holding a sundial above his head was removed from its position in front of National Trust-owned Dunham Massey Hall, near Altrincham in Greater Manchester.


The University of East London removed its statue of Sir John Cass, much of whose wealth came from his role in the Royal African Company. The university’s School of Education had been named after Cass, following a donation from his charitable foundation.


Also in London, Guy’s and St Thomas’ NHS Foundation Trust removed the statue of Sir Robert Clayton from outside St Thomas’ Hospital, and the statue of Thomas Guy from outside Guy’s Hospital. Clayton was a banker, Mayor of London, and president of St Thomas’. He was also a Royal African Company director. Guy made his fortune through shares in the South Sea Company, which supplied slaves to Spain’s South American colonies. He used his wealth to establish Guy’s Hospital.


The statue of Robert Milligan at the Museum of London Docklands was removed. In the early 1800s Milligan founded London’s West India Docks. He owned two sugar plantations and 526 slaves in Jamaica. The museum said the statue had ‘stood uncomfortably’ outside its premises.


In July 2020, London Mayor Sadiq Khan unveiled the Commission for Diversity in the Public Realm. This had a brief to review the capital’s landmarks, including street names and statues. Khan said London was one of the most diverse cities in the world, and that Black Lives Matter protests had highlighted that its statues and street names largely reflected Victorian Britain.


‘It is an uncomfortable truth that our nation and city owes a large part of its wealth to its role in the slave trade. While this is reflected in our public realm, the contribution of many of our communities to life in our capital has been wilfully ignored.’


Khan hoped that the commission would lead to some statues being taken down and new ones being erected. He had already pledged new monuments to murdered Black teenager Stephen Lawrence and the Windrush generation of West Indian immigrants.


Similar reappraisals were taking place elsewhere. Labour councils in England and Wales said they would review ‘the appropriateness’ of monuments and statues in their cities and towns.


In Oxford, MPs and councillors called for the statue of Cecil Rhodes to be removed from its position high on a wall at the front of Oxford University’s Oriel College. The statue had been the subject of numerous petitions and protests.


Rhodes, born the son of a Hertfordshire vicar in 1853, came to Africa at the age of sixteen; the climate was deemed better for his health. He became immensely wealthy through diamond and gold mining, founding the De Beers diamond firm.


His critics regard him as a racist who helped sow the seeds for apartheid. He expanded British territory in southern Africa, having said, ‘I contend that we are the first race in the world, and that the more of the world we inhabit the better it is for the human race.’


Historian David Olusoga wrote in the Guardian that Rhodes ‘unleashed a paramilitary police force that annexed territory, terrorised civilians, killed thousands of Africans, and stripped thousands more of their land and their rights’.


The Rhodes Must Fall campaign led, in 2015, to the removal of his statue from the University of Cape Town in South Africa. Rhodes had bequeathed land on which the university was built.


He had studied at Oriel College, and created Rhodes Scholarships. Since 1902, more than 8,000 students, including Bill Clinton, have come to Oxford on a Rhodes Scholarship. In 2016, the Daily Telegraph reported that gifts and bequests from wealthy alumni worth more than £100 million would be threatened if the statue was removed. An Oriel spokesman said this was not behind the decision to keep it.


Post-Colston, the pressure intensified. Several of the university’s professors and Oriel’s governing body announced that they wanted the statue to come down. The university’s vice-chancellor Professor Louise Richardson told the BBC, ‘My own view on this is that hiding our history is not the route to enlightenment. We need to understand this history and understand the context in which it was made and why it was that people believed then as they did.’ A commission was established to decide the statue’s fate.


Familiar themes were emerging – wealthy British men were complicit in appalling activities far from home. They made fortunes from treating people of different races as subhuman, and spent some of the proceeds on British institutions. They were lauded for this, acclaim which often included statues. And now, a century or so later, anger not only at what they did but at their continuing status as people to be looked up to on Britain’s streets.


The question of what to do when a city has been built on something foul remains a dilemma. Removing statues is easier than demolishing buildings or sending money to once-exploited nations.


Even the statues aspect is divisive. Should they stay or should they go? Is their presence an insult or an education? Culture secretary Oliver Dowden said the Government would not remove statues from its property. He said heritage should educate people about Britain’s morally complex past, ‘rather than airbrushing history’.


David Olusoga disagreed, telling the BBC, ‘Statues aren’t the mechanism by which we understand history. We learn history through museums, through books, through television programmes. Statues are about adoration, about saying that this man was a great man and he did great things.’


Within days of Edward Colston’s swim, campaign group the Stop Trump Coalition created an online map of Britain called ‘Topple the Racists’. Its creators said this was in support of Black Lives Matter. The map contained dozens of statues and plaques commemorating people with alleged links to ‘colonial violence’. Despite the somewhat leading nature of the name ‘Topple the Racists’, organisers acknowledged, ‘It’s up to local communities to decide what statues they want in their local areas.’


Studying the map and its descriptions of the people highlighted gives the impression of Britain as a land peppered with bronze bastards. Those with links to the slave trade include famous historical figures, such as King Charles II, who, in 1663, granted a charter to, and invested in, a precursor of the Royal African Company. This had a monopoly in transporting slaves from the west coast of Africa to England’s colonies in the Americas. The charter led to the rapid expansion of Britain’s involvement in the slave trade. By the end of the 1600s, Britain had enslaved and transported more than 300,000 Africans to work on plantations.


Charles II’s numerous statues include one in the garden of London’s Soho Square. Made of stone and installed in the late 1600s, it became eroded and was removed in 1875, spending more than sixty years on an island in a lake at the Harrow home of artist Frederick Goodall. It was returned to Soho Square in 1938. The erosion led to its face being replaced by a mask-like substitute, the kind of look favoured by the killer in a slasher movie.


Sir Francis Drake was knighted for sailing around the world. Scourge of the Spanish Armada’s attempt to invade England in 1588, Drake was also a pirate and one of England’s first slave traders. In the 1560s, he and his cousin John Hawkins enslaved more than 1,000 Africans during three voyages to Guinea and Sierra Leone, trading them in the West Indies.


Drake was born in Tavistock, Devon, where a statue of him standing next to a globe was erected in 1883. A replica was installed at nearby Plymouth Hoe, scene of the probably apocryphal game of bowls that Drake was determined to finish before tackling the Armada.


In the summer of 2020, there were campaigns for both statues to be taken down, and for them to remain. The Plymouth monument was placed in chains one night and adorned with a sign saying: ‘Decolonise history’. Plymouth City Council said the statue would remain, with a plaque detailing Drake’s involvement in the slave trade.


In Tavistock, the town council cleaned Drake’s grimy plinth. The Plymouth Herald reported that ‘the overwhelming majority of residents who commented simply said the statue looked a lot better and a clean-up was long overdue.’


The Topple the Racists map also features some of the men, including Cecil Rhodes, who helped the British Empire’s expansion. By 1920, the Empire had swallowed nearly a quarter of the world’s land and people.


The East India Company played a pivotal part. It was founded, with a royal charter, in 1600 by London businessmen with the aim of making money importing spices from India and other parts of South Asia.


It diversified in unsavoury ways. In the 1620s, the company began using slave labour from Africa and Indonesia. It developed its own military after encounters with foreign competitors, and effectively ruled vast territories. In the 1700s, it became the biggest business in the world.


Robert Clive had been an East India Company clerk. He joined the company’s military division and thrived, gaining control of much of India and surrounding parts of Asia, and plundering them. As Governor of Bengal, ‘Clive of India’ increased taxes even while the region was devastated by drought and flood. He’s widely regarded as establishing the preconditions for the Bengal Famine of 1769–70, in which three million people died.


Back home in 1773, a Parliamentary committee found that he had appropriated ‘very great sums of money’. Clive, perhaps not reading the room, declared, ‘By God, Mr Chairman, at this moment I stand astonished at my own moderation!’ Then again, Parliament concluded that he did ‘render great and meritorious services to his country’. Clive was exonerated but, in poor health and prone to depression, he died the following year after cutting his throat.


In 1858, the East India Company’s governance was transferred to the British Crown, making British rule over India official until independence in 1947.


Clive’s family estate was in Shropshire. In the aftermath of Edward Colston, Shropshire Council voted to keep the statue of Clive that had stood in Shrewsbury town centre since 1860. Two petitions calling for its removal garnered 23,000 signatures. A petition arguing that removing the statue would erase part of the town’s history was signed by more than 8,000 people. The council did agree to install an information board.


Similar controversy clung to the 1912 central London statue of Clive that stands, somewhat contentiously, outside the Foreign Office. A 2020 petition calling for its removal attracted more than 80,000 signatures. At the time of writing, it still stands.


Even some of those thought of as benevolent were, in some ways, anything but. William Lever, later Lord Leverhulme, was the driving force behind Lever Brothers. Lever made his fortune with Sunlight soap, which gave its name to Port Sunlight.


This garden village in the Wirral, Merseyside, was built between 1888 and 1914 to accommodate workers at the adjoining factory. At a time of poverty and urban squalor, its country cottage-style houses had leaded windows and exposed timbers. The village’s facilities included an art gallery, concert hall, schools, hospital, church and swimming pool. Lever also gave land and buildings to his home town of Bolton, Lancashire. As a Liberal MP, he campaigned for women’s suffrage and workers’ rights.


Meanwhile, Lever Brothers used forced labour in the Belgian Congo to produce palm oil for its soap. Forced labour is not the same as slavery. But workers could have been forgiven for not appreciating the distinction. There were paltry wages, and whippings and prison sentences for absenteeism and not meeting production quotas. Children were also incorporated into the workforce.


Adam McQueen, author of The King of Sunlight: How William Lever Cleaned Up the World, told the Bolton News in June 2020, ‘Lever was absolutely a product of his times and his attitudes undoubtedly racist. I describe his approach to overseas plantations as “imperial arrogance at its most basic”.’


The Leverhulme Memorial stands outside Port Sunlight’s Lady Lever Art Gallery. It was unveiled in 1930, five years after Lever’s death. Ninety years later, it was on the Topple the Racists map. The memorial comprises an obelisk, at the top of which a female figure with outstretched arms looks skyward, signifying inspiration. At the base stand four figures, one nursing a baby. They’re intended to represent Lever’s qualities and interests: industry, charity, art, education. No mention of exploitation.


William Gladstone was a popular Liberal Prime Minister. His father, Sir John Gladstone, was one of the British Empire’s biggest slave owners. Gladstone junior opposed emancipation, at least until slaves had been taught ‘honest and industrious habits’.


When slavery was abolished across the Empire in 1833, he called for compensation for slave owners. They were recompensed to the full market value. Those who had been enslaved received nothing. Gladstone’s father was given the largest payout of anyone in Britain – equivalent to more than £10 million in 2021 – for the 2,508 slaves he owned on his plantations in the Caribbean.


There are numerous statues of William Gladstone. One is in the grounds of Gladstone Library near the ancestral home of Hawarden Castle, north Wales. The former Prime Minister’s great-great-grandson Charlie Gladstone and the library’s warden Peter Francis said in a statement that they thought William Gladstone wouldn’t oppose removing the statue. And that, by 1850, ‘he was a changed man. He cited the abolition of slavery as one of the great political issues in which the masses had been right and the classes had been wrong.’


In November 1919, Nancy Astor became the first female MP to take her seat in Parliament. She served the Plymouth Sutton constituency until 1945, successfully arguing for the female voting age to be lowered to twenty-one. Her status as a trailblazer inspired the bronze statue sculpted by Hayley Gibbs and unveiled in Plymouth by former Prime Minister Theresa May on the centenary of Astor’s election.


But Astor is a controversial figure, having made numerous anti-Semitic comments. In the 1930s, she wrote to America’s ambassador to the UK about her opposition to a war with Nazi Germany, saying that Hitler would have to do more than ‘give a rough time’ to ‘the killers of Christ’ for her to support action.


Astor scholar Dr Jacqui Turner has said that ‘Astor needs to be considered in the context of the period in which she lived. She made unpalatable statements in the heightened atmosphere of the years before World War Two. Many male MPs escape similar censure.’ In the aftermath of Edward Colston, the word ‘Nazi’ was daubed across Astor’s statue’s plinth.


So Francis Drake was a slave trader; a Liberal prime minister campaigned against abolishing slavery; the first woman to sit in the House of Commons was anti-Semitic; the man who created the idyllic Port Sunlight for his workers procured material for his products via forced labour.


The search for a statue of a British icon who is unquestionably wholesome might bring us to Robert Baden-Powell, founder of the Scouting movement. A bronze statue by David Annand was unveiled at Poole, Dorset, in 2008. It overlooks Brownsea Island, site of the first Scout camp in 1907. In the days after Colston fell, Bournemouth, Christchurch and Poole Council tried to remove it.


Topple the Racists summarised Baden-Powell’s life thus: ‘Committed atrocities against the Zulus in his military career and was a Nazi/fascist sympathiser.’


Both allegations are disputed. As a British Army officer in South Africa in the 1890s, Baden-Powell certainly fought for colonialism. In 1896, he was accused of executing an African chief who had been promised his safety for surrendering. A military court cleared him.


From October 1899 to May 1900, Baden-Powell led the resistance to Boer attack during the Siege of Mafeking. There have been accusations that he starved Black Africans to feed the white population. His biographer Tim Jeal told the BBC, ‘This is an absolute lie. He opened soup kitchens and shot all of his cavalry horses so that he could feed them.’


As for the Nazi claim, in 1937 Baden-Powell held talks with the head of Hitler Youth. Two years later, he read Hitler’s manifesto Mein Kampf, describing it in his diary as ‘a wonderful book, with good ideas on education, health, propaganda, organisation etc.’.


Baden-Powell’s supporters say he was backing Hitler’s views on boys’ education rather than anti-Semitism. The Scouts helped resettle Jewish children who were saved before and during the Second World War.


The dozens of people, some in Scout uniform, who gathered at Baden-Powell’s statue when the council tried to take it away favoured the benevolent interpretation of the man. Council leader Vikki Slade initially said that some aspects of his life ‘are considered less worthy of commemoration’ than his role with the Scouts. The statue would be removed, to ‘properly involve all relevant communities and groups in discussions about its future, including whether a more educational presentation of his life in a different setting might be more appropriate’.


After a backlash, the council then claimed that it was being removed to protect it from protestors. Thanks to the pro-Baden-Powell contingent, plus local MPs and 40,000 petition signatories, it wasn’t removed at all. It was encased in hoardings for several weeks until the council decided that any risk of attack had diminished.


Statues have been magnets for protest – easier to hit than a moving target. During the summer of 2020, controversial statues in London and Edinburgh were daubed with graffiti during Black Lives Matter demonstrations. Around the country, statue protection became a role for eager volunteers. In London, crowds of mostly white men gathered in Parliament Square, claiming they were protecting statues from BLM protestors. On the day that Edward Colston’s statue was torn down, a Black Lives Matter protest in Edinburgh had seen ‘BLM’ and ‘George Floyd’ daubed across the Melville Monument’s vast base.


Henry Dundas was the First Viscount Melville. His monument dominates St Andrew’s Square in the city centre. It is a 150ft column, erected in 1821, fourteen years after Dundas’s death. The stability of the column worried neighbours so much that lighthouse engineer Robert Stevenson was brought in to advise on the project.


A statue of Dundas was hauled to the top seven years later. Its facial features were exaggerated to make them easier to distinguish. Was it worth the effort? Only with binoculars would the viewer be able to see the Denis Healey eyebrows.


A former Home Secretary, Dundas was a key figure in Scottish politics. He’s now remembered more for influencing events thousands of miles away. Dundas stands accused of delaying the abolition of the slave trade.


In 1792, the House of Commons debated a motion to abolish slavery. Dundas proposed a successful amendment to achieve abolition gradually, rather than immediately. The Abolition of the Slave Trade Act was eventually passed in 1807. Academics have estimated that those fifteen years resulted in an additional 630,000 people being transported from Africa to British colonies in the West Indies.


Some historians note that the motion to abolish slavery immediately would have been defeated, and that Dundas’s use of the word ‘gradual’ ensured that a commitment to abolition at least made it on to the statute book.


This doesn’t shift the popular view that Dundas wished to prolong Britain’s profit from slavery. In 2021, Edinburgh City Council agreed to install a plaque on the Melville Monument, stating that Dundas ‘was instrumental in deferring the abolition of the Atlantic slave trade’. The plaque was dedicated to ‘the memory of more than half a million Africans whose enslavement was a consequence of Henry Dundas’s actions’.


Do such plaques achieve their ambition of transforming statues from objects of adoration into things to be ashamed of, the plinth becoming a glorified naughty step?


The summer of 2020 threw up other questions around controversial figures. Even supposedly clear-cut villains such as Dundas have supporters who insist that history has misrepresented them. Could that be true? Even some of the slave traders did good deeds back home. Can the good mitigate the bad?


Maybe until recent decades, it was harder to achieve the wealth or power needed to inspire a statue without aggression and exploitation, hence so many bronze bastards. Maybe it was a different world and they were products of their time . . . but does that mean they should remain on a pedestal now?


We’ve seen that the famous and celebrated may have had a side hidden from popular view . . . which brings us to perhaps the most famous and celebrated Briton of all.


Born into an aristocratic family in 1874, Winston Churchill embraced the ruling class’s vision of Britain as the world’s supreme power. He joined the Army, seeing action in India, Sudan and South Africa, all of it to defend the Empire against indigenous people who opposed colonialism. He wrote of shooting three Sudanese ‘savages’.


In 1937, Churchill rejected the idea that indigenous people in America or Australia had been wronged, ‘by the fact that a stronger race, a higher-grade race, a more worldly-wise race to put it that way, has come in and taken their place’.


In 1943, a famine in Bengal killed up to three million people. Some historians claim that Churchill was too slow in responding to pleas from India – still a British colony – for help.


In 1953, he authorised the crushing of the Mau Mau insurgents in British-run Kenya. The unrest was fuelled by the amount of prime land taken by white settlers. The clampdown led to tens of thousands of Black Kenyans, not just Mau Mau, being sent to detention camps where some were tortured and executed.


At home, as a minister, Churchill had sent troops to quell striking workers in South Wales and Liverpool. He deployed the notorious Black and Tans to counter the IRA’s violent campaign for Irish independence. The Black and Tans were an ill-disciplined force that burned homes and businesses, beating and killing, sometimes indiscriminately.


And yet, Churchill is the man who warned about Hitler in the 1930s when few other politicians recognised the danger; the man who inspired Britain and much of the world during the darkest days of the Second World War; the man who, arguably, saved the world. No surprise that this aspect dominates history. In 2002, Churchill was voted the greatest-ever Briton in a BBC poll.


In November 1973, almost nine years after his death at the age of ninety, a statue of Churchill was unveiled in Parliament Square by his widow, Clementine. The 12ft-high bronze was made by Welsh sculptor Ivor Roberts-Jones. It’s based on a photograph of Churchill in the shell of the House of Commons chamber the day after it was destroyed by a German air raid in May 1941.


The statue stands on an 8ft stone plinth, the former Prime Minister’s left hand in the pocket of his greatcoat as he leans on the stick in his right hand. Roberts-Jones didn’t rely on visual shorthand. There’s no V-sign, cigar or homburg hat. But it is unmistakably Churchill, looking unmistakably . . . Churchillian.


During a June 2020 Black Lives Matter protest, the words ‘Was a Racist’ were sprayed on the plinth under ‘Churchill’. The statue was temporarily boarded up ahead of further protests.


Prime Minister Boris Johnson tweeted that it was ‘absurd and shameful’ that the statue was attacked. ‘Yes, he sometimes expressed opinions that were and are unacceptable to us today, but he was a hero, and he fully deserves his memorial.’


Churchill’s granddaughter Emma Soames told BBC Radio 4’s Today programme, ‘He was a powerful, complex man with infinitely more good than bad in the ledger of his life . . . People weren’t looking at the entire record of people when they put up statues to them. If they did, we would be living in a country of empty plinths, I think.’
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Bring Me Sunshine (Part I): Graham Ibbeson


More than twenty years on, the memory remains vivid and bright. ‘I sat in a pub across from the statue,’ recalls Graham Ibbeson. ‘Me and my wife are there with another couple. Nobody knew I’d made the statue. Nobody recognised me. I’m looking out. And I just said, “People keep on dancing!” The joy, and people laughing their heads off . . .’


It was July 1999; Graham’s statue of the late, great Eric Morecambe had just been unveiled by the Queen on Morecambe’s seafront. ‘The Queen unveiled it on the Friday. Every newspaper in the country had it on the front page on Saturday. I only spoke to her briefly: “Ma’am”, you know. When they unveiled it, the Duke of Edinburgh said to the crowd, “What do you think of it so far?” And everybody shouted, “Rubbish!” He said to me, “Sorry about that, Graham!”’ The fact that they all knew this catchphrase is one sign of the public’s enduring affection for Eric Morecambe and his comedy partner Ernie Wise.


Within minutes of the cloth being pulled away, this slightly larger-than-life-size bronze Eric was joined by people mimicking his ‘Bring Me Sunshine’ dance – one foot raised behind them, one hand behind their head, the other behind their back. And still they flock to this Lancashire town, millions of them over the years, to dance with Eric.


This isn’t the only sculpture of Graham’s that has turned out to be interactive – we’ll come to what people hang on cricket umpire Harold ‘Dickie’ Bird’s raised bronze finger soon enough. But Graham’s Eric Morecambe statue was his first of a celebrity. It was one of the UK’s first celebrity statues made by anyone. The only earlier example that springs to Graham’s mind is actress Diana Dors, by sculptor John Clinch, unveiled in Dors’s home town of Swindon in 1991.


This cartoonish depiction is eye-catching. But it was Graham’s acclaimed version of Eric Morecambe, in the town where the comedian born John Eric Bartholomew grew up, that helped to change who Britain puts on a pedestal, placing TV stars alongside kings, queens, prime ministers and generals.


‘People’s attitude to sculptures and statues has changed,’ says Graham. ‘There’s not many politicians going up, is there? They’re “real people” sculptures. That’s what people want.’


Since Eric Morecambe, dozens of celebrities have been immortalised in bronze around the country, several of them by Graham. It’s an explosion of popular art sparked by the joy, and the cash, generated by a statue of a much-loved comedian.


‘In the first year, Morecambe raised over a million pounds more in car parking fees through visitor numbers going up,’ says Graham. ‘Hotels were filling up. A piece of sculpture can regenerate an area. But it took us six years to raise the money. We did all kinds of fundraising events. It was a risk. Nobody knew the effect it would have.’


This is a recurring theme with Graham, and much of British public sculpture. Townscapes and economies are transformed by pieces of bronze that soon feel as if they’ve been there for ever. But such enthusiasm is often harder to find during the funding stage. Graham recalls another of his comedian statues, Laurel and Hardy, installed at Ulverston, Cumbria, in 2009. Stan Laurel was born in the town in 1890. ‘Believe it or not, it took twenty-five years to raise the funds. I was approached in the 1980s. They brought another sculptor in, then they brought me in after I did Eric.’


Another of Graham’s favourite public sculptures celebrates Cyrille Regis, Brendon Batson and Laurie Cunningham. These former West Bromwich Albion players helped pave the way for Black footballers in England in the 1970s. The statue, titled ‘The Celebration’, was unveiled in West Bromwich town centre in 2019, to widespread acclaim. It had taken seven years to raise the money. Graham even worked for free to ensure it happened. ‘I recouped all my costs but I never got a fee for it. If the PFA [Professional Footballers’ Association] hadn’t put funding into it, I’d have been forty-five grand of my own money down. Still . . . I was never in the job to make a lot of money.’


This journey began with a love of drawing: ‘The only thing I was relatively good at,’ says Graham. Born in 1951 and brought up near Barnsley, South Yorkshire, he was the first in his family to go into further education. His father was a miner. Graham followed a similar path, briefly becoming an apprentice electrician with the National Coal Board before enrolling at Barnsley Art School.


There was further study, alongside jobs including labouring and working in a sweet factory. At Chesterfield Art School, a tutor looked at one of his paintings and said, ‘I think you’d make a better sculptor.’ That was the first time Graham had considered working in 3D. By the time he graduated from London’s Royal College of Art in 1978, he was exhibiting his sculptures in galleries and selling them internationally.


That year, Graham returned to Barnsley with his wife Carol and their two young daughters. In the studio behind the house, he made life-size figures with a comic twist, inspired partly by his love of seaside postcards. His creations rode a motorbike naked, tried to fly with a rocket and cardboard wings, danced with their new bride with an ‘L’ plate on their back.


Graham supplemented his own work, which he continues to make, with commissions. He applied to make public sculptures. His first was unveiled at Northampton in 1986 – two children running along the arm of a cobbler’s last, in this town known for its shoemaking.


Graham agrees that his best-known sculpture is Eric Morecambe. ‘I usually say “sculptures” instead of statues. I don’t like the name “statues”, because it implies it’s still. I like to give the impression of movement.’


Sculptors are the mad scientists of the art world, breathing life into the inanimate. How does Graham give personality to the clay that’s cast in bronze at a foundry and installed in high streets around Britain?


‘Eric Morecambe and other famous people, it’s how I perceive them. I try to get an exact likeness, but it’s my interpretation. It’s about observation more than anything and it’s about bringing things to life, so they become real people at a point in time. I did [former England and Yorkshire cricketer] Fred Trueman in Skipton. I could make his hair fly up as he was releasing the ball. All the movement in it. The maquette [small preliminary model] is actually snarling. I changed it. Now it’s a smile but almost a smirk – he knows he’s got the wicket. It’s just that curl of the lip as he’s doing it. And that changed the whole stance of it. It’s less aggressive. It brings humour into it.


‘A portrait is a swine – it really is. You’re looking at reference, but in the end it’s got to be your interpretation of that person. There is a point where, and it only takes a tweak, you know you’ve tipped the balance. You know you’re there. It’s only a small tweak of a modelling tool. And all you need after that is to tighten it all up.’


The process is, says Graham, ‘hard slog’. He starts with drawings, then the maquette, then the armature – the framework on which the sculpture is moulded. He adds clay, and keeps adding.


‘You’ve got in your mind’s eye what you want to make. You just build it up slowly, continually going round. Usually the figures are modelled nude – not with all the bits showing. Then you dress them with clay clothing. You’ve got to get the body form right before you start clothing it. If you don’t, you can see it a mile off. The elbow’s lost, the muscles on the arm and leg are lost. It needs to look as if there is a limb within that clothing.’


Graham uses photographs of his subject. If he can’t get it right and if the subject is willing – and alive – they come to his studio to pose. His family have modelled for celebrity statues, holding a particular posture. Carol danced on one leg to get the folds and the stance right for Eric Morecambe. ‘I’ve used Carol quite a bit to get certain elements of drapery right. I always have to swear to her that I will never show anybody else the images!’


Each sculpture takes Graham two or three months to model in clay. They’re then moulded in rubber from which a wax replica is produced, in several sections to make bronze casting easier. These wax sections are covered in a ceramic shell and fired in a kiln. When the wax evaporates, molten bronze is poured into the space left behind. The bronze casts are broken out from the shells. Each section is welded together and the whole thing is fine-finished; the welding is ground down and the surface worked to match the original clay.


The bronze is patinated. This involves colouring the surface by heating it and applying chemicals. Wax is then used to protect and seal the surface. Moulding, casting and finishing takes about six months.


The creative and production processes are testing enough when Graham is given free rein to do the work as he sees fit. Sometimes, though, it has felt like crafting by committee. He says one example was his statue of Cary Grant, unveiled in the actor’s home town of Bristol in 2001.


‘There’s certain things where you’ve got people over your shoulder. Cary Grant was changed and changed and changed. In the end, it wasn’t my work. He wasn’t my Cary Grant. I look at it and it’s OK. But it could have been so much better. Victoria Wood . . . I was pleased how it turned out. But it would have been a lot better if I was just left alone to do it.


‘When you’ve got five or six people standing over you . . . “The eyes are wrong” . . . “The mouth’s wrong” . . . “The ears are wrong” . . . “The hands are wrong” . . . “The hair’s wrong” . . . and you change it. Then you look at it and think, “No”.


‘Bearing in mind they come to my studio from wherever to have a look at it, they don’t want to say, “Oh, right, it’s brilliant.” They want some input. Three times I’ve done major public sculptures where people have come up and said, “This needs changing” . . . “That needs changing”. And then I’ve said, “Right, I’ve changed it – come up and see it.” And I haven’t touched it. When they came up again they said, “Yes – that’s what I meant!”’ He pauses. ‘It’s not about arrogance. But you’ve got to have some artistic integrity there.’


Graham stresses that he does take on board the views of family members. ‘If they say something needs changing, I’ll change it, because they know this person. I’m doing it remotely in a way. I’ve never met some of these guys. The client, and especially the family, are always right. If the family say it’s OK, it is OK. Eric Morecambe’s widow Joan came up to have a look at his sculpture when I were working on it in Barnsley. She said, “It’s just like him. Get that kettle on.”’
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