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[bookmark: _Int_YwwaEWTg][bookmark: _Int_ovoQqhTJ][bookmark: _Int_zx2wDecA]On the western outskirts of Carmarthen there is a monolithic memorial, standing around 25 metres tall, commemorating Thomas Picton. Picton was a Welsh colonial administrator within the British Empire, governing Trinidad from 1797 until 1802, then leading a division of the British army until he was shot dead at Waterloo on 18 June 1815. He was seen as a war hero, and his death made him the highest ranked British officer to be killed at Waterloo[footnoteRef:1]. Commemorations to Picton would spread across Wales for many years after, with a statue in his image in a gallery of Welsh heroes in Cardiff City Hall and a portrait of his in the Faces of Wales gallery in the National Museum Cardiff both prominent, alongside the obelisk in Carmarthen. 

However, none of these depictions of Picton have remained as they were originally displayed. Alongside his military heroism, Picton was a brutal governor of Trinidad, known for his abhorrent treatment of local Trinidadians during his governorship. In 1803, Picton returned to Britain, and was later tried and convicted for ordering the torture of Luisa Calderon, a Trinidadian servant girl who he suspected of being accessory to a robbery[footnoteRef:2]. In recent years, the understanding of Picton has therefore shifted from a heroic Welsh figure struck down in battle to a ‘tyrant’[footnoteRef:3], known for his extreme methods of policing and punishing his colonial subjects. The portrait in the Faces of Wales gallery was moved in 2022 to a separate room, where works from Trinidadian artists surrounded it[footnoteRef:4], while the statue in Cardiff City Hall was voted to be removed by Cardiff city council in 2020[footnoteRef:5]. The obelisk in Carmarthen was not removed after a majority of local citizens voted against its removal, though a sign was stated to be placed clarifying Picton’s history of colonial atrocities in 2021[footnoteRef:6].

British cities, towns, and civic institutions have been in fraught debate for half a decade over the memorialisation of historical figures who had links to slavery, racism, and other bigotries and crimes. In 2020, during widespread international protests caused by the murder of African-American man George Floyd by white police officer Derek Chauvin, a statue of 17th-18th century philanthropist and slaver Edward Colston was pulled down by a group of protestors and thrown into Bristol Harbour[footnoteRef:7]. The statue of Colston had been a source of local controversy historically. In 2018, Bristol city council had responded to widespread protest of the statue by agreeing to affix a second plaque to its pedestal, though they stopped short of agreeing to remove it.[footnoteRef:8] The first plaque on the statue, affixed in 1895, read ‘Erected by citizens of Bristol as a memorial of one of the most virtuous and wise sons of their city’, making no mention of slavery[footnoteRef:9]. The historical perception of both Colston and Picton had clearly shifted from a positive one which ignored their past crimes to one where it was necessary to clarify the actions of both men which are now widely condemned.

While this debate was brought into the public consciousness in the United Kingdom by the Black Lives Matter protests of 2020, it has been prominent for some time in the United States, with continuous, highly politicised efforts since 2017 to remove statues created in tribute to the Confederacy and rename American military bases named after Confederate figures. In 2017, an organized white supremacist rally was held in Charlottesville, Virginia, motivated by the proposed removal of a statue of Confederate military leader Robert E. Lee from a public park. After a hate crime committed against counterprotestors killed peaceful protestor Heather Heyer[footnoteRef:10], many states and cities began efforts to remove Confederate monuments more rapidly[footnoteRef:11].

The Southern Poverty Law Center (SPLC), an American civil rights organisation, recorded in 2019 that 1,861 public commemorations to the Confederacy were present in the United States. By February 1, 2019, 114 of these had been removed, with 1,747 remaining.[footnoteRef:12] In the years since, the database the SPLC operate has recorded that 2,097 memorials and tributes existed on public land and in public spaces, of which 484 have been removed as of 12 October 2025.[footnoteRef:13] That 350 more commemorations had been identified around the time of the George Floyd protests indicates a heightened visibility of monuments to a white supremacist slaver state during a time where racial tensions were inflamed. memorialization and evolving history, new lens of history

Simultaneous to the recontextualisation and removal of these statues and monuments, there has been a campaign to preserve them. Bristol Conservative city councillor Richard Eddy has been outspoken in his protests of any change to the perception of Edward Colston. Eddy referred to the second plaque, which details Colston’s history of slavery while removing exculpatory language describing him as a ‘city benefactor‘, as ’an utterly historical revision that is worthy of the Nazis’[footnoteRef:14]. American military base Fort Bragg, once named after Confederate general Braxton Bragg, was renamed back to Fort Bragg in February 2025 after two years under the name Fort Liberty. While it is ostensibly named after paratrooper Roland L. Bragg, United States Secretary of Defence Pete Hegseth was quoted as saying ’That's right, Bragg is back’ during the renaming ceremony[footnoteRef:15], underscoring the ideological motive of renaming the fort to Bragg. While not officially honouring a Confederate general, it is clear it is meant to honour the Confederacy more subtly. 

In 2020, then-leader of the United Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP) in Wales, Neil Hamilton, protested the potential removal of Thomas Picton’s memorial. Hamilton said ‘Some ‘woke’ individuals want to destroy this obelisk because Picton was a man of his time and 200 years ago people had attitudes which are unacceptable today’[footnoteRef:16]. It is a spurious claim that Picton, who was found guilty of torture afflicted on his colonial subjects at the time he was alive, was ’a man of his time’. While he was a hero at Waterloo, he was understood even in his time and in a court of law as an abhorrent and violent man.

There is no consensus on what to do with memorials, commemorations and statues of historical figures who are now contentious. While there have been movements of varying success on both sides of the Atlantic to recontextualise the figures and ideologies represented, these invariably face fierce resistance. In Carmarthen Museum, there is a relief taken from the first Picton memorial. The museum makes no mention of Luisa Calderon.
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