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This portfolio is being presented as a picture booklet in the retro format of the 1950’s which seems befitting to the subject of the Birmingham memorial which arrived in the town in 1953, was first sited in 1956. It has since been resited numerous time within the central area of the city.

The statue of Matthew Bolton, James Watt and William Murdoch.



[image: ]
A very personal introduction to Birmingham’s statue of Boulton, Watt and Murdoch. 
The memorial statue of Boulton, Watt and Murdoch in Birmingham has been known to me since my childhood, it was unveiled in 1956 the same year that I was born. I have not always respected the industrial history it represents, to the contrary, I often climbed on the plinth to look-out for my bus to go home. I was fascinated by the clothing as I drew the statue for school art projects and several times, I have seen the statue dangling from cranes as it was moved to make-way for the demolition of buildings, widening of roads and opening up of new tram routes. 
[bookmark: _Hlk63591627]Although the memorial was completed in 1953, the intended site was not ready as the Civic Centre had not been built and the plans for the Observatory were shelved years ago. Birmingham had its statue, but it had nowhere suitable to place it. Three years after its completion, the statue was eventually given a temporary site in Broad Street and in 1956, the memorial was unveiled, by a controversial and dark local figure, the industrialist and wartime cabinet member, First Viscount Sir Percy H. Mills. 
Later, because of new city planning, Boulton, Watt and Murdoch were moved across the road to stand outside the Registry Office for Births, Marriages and Deaths. The statue was positioned with its back to the Registry Office where Boulton, Watt and Murdoch looked away from the marriage parties: many visitors to the Registrar used the rear view of the huge and imposing edifice as a shelter from the wind and rain and it became a common backdrop for wedding photographs. 
[image: ]In the 1960’s, the statue suffered from road grim, and salt spray from passing vehicles. It lost its shine. Was it the gilt or the guilt that was wearing away? The statue mellowed as if some sort of forgiveness was going on, and the bronze started to show through, and pigeons used it as a resting place. In its dulled down form, it was comfortably forgotten as the men gained a pleasingly acid etched appearance until 2007 and then they disappeared. No-one knew where they were, their space was taken by a useful bench. 
When they remerged in 2008, their statue had been ‘restored’ to a previously unknown glory. Had someone had over done the job? The men in their new golden-gilded wonder stood out like a sore thumb and it was decided to re-site them to Centenary Square. There they are sandwiched between a modern statue of soviet-like workers matching forward, the motto for the City of Birmingham is ‘Forward’ so I think this fits quite well, and to the other side is the white marble Romanesque oddity, called the Hall of Memory which houses a Roll of Honour to ‘the fallen’ of the World Wars. Not only have ‘Boulton, Watts and Murdoch’ been re-sited several times, their appearance keeps changing too[footnoteRef:1].  [1:  Christopher Olive, Hidden histories: Boulton & Watt's skilled engineers (2021) <https://historywm.com/articles/hidden-histories-boulton-watts-skilled-engineers> [accessed 3 February 2021].] 

Birmingham art historian, George T. Noszlopy, said ‘Public art has the capacity to please, inspire, even outrage but most importantly it has the capacity to engage’[footnoteRef:2]. The multiple brilliances of the Boulton, Watt and Murdoch memorial most certainly cannot be ignored.  [2:  Noszlopy, George T., Waterhouse, Fiona, Birmingham: Public Sculpture Trail (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2007). P. 9.] 

The Conceptualisation and early years of the Bouton, Watt and Murdoch memorial
[image: ]Creating the statue was first discussed in the mid-1930’s and in 1939, local industrialist Richard Wheatley bequeathed £8,000 to the city for the purpose of raising a memorial to the three historical figures who had added so much to the posterity of Birmingham. 
Wheatley’s father had gained great wealth from using a Watts Improved Steam Engine to stamp fly-boxes: Without the Watts Improved Steam Engine, Richard Wheatley would not have inherited his fortune, or paid for the Boulton, Watts, Murdoch memorial[footnoteRef:3]. [3:  , Richard Wheatley Fly Boxes (2021) <https://www.richardwheatley.co.uk/collections/all> [accessed 29 January 2021].
] 

The Second World War stopped the project, and it was not until the early 1950’s that the plans for the statue came to light again, by this time, Richard Wheatly was dead and production costs had doubled so Birmingham Municipal Council stepped in to top-up the funding as the statue would show case the skilled trades found in the city.
In the 1930’s, the concept of the statue was to show Boulton, Watt and Murdoch, in larger than life size, examining drawings of steam engines and related mechanical devices. These men made an exceptional contribution to the industrial growth of the town of Birmingham in the 18th and 19th centuries and the wealth the Birmingham industrialists generated meant it was made a city in 1904. 
Pre-World War II, Birmingham civic sculptor, William Bloye looked back to paintings by eighteenth century artists for inspiration: he decided to contextualise the memorial by constructing it to reflect then popular artform of ‘the conversation piece’. Bloye and Richard Wheatley used their influence to agree the artwork would be prominently positioned outside the planned Civic Centre and Observatory which were to be built in Broad Street, at the western entry to Birmingham city. 
There had been some controversy in the 1930’s between the council, Bloye and Wheatley. The council wanted local man and master of the business, Boulton, to have a pride of place at the front of the statue. Bloye wanted to respect the protocols of the 18th Century when the status of scientists and engineers was represented to be above that of entrepreneurs. He wanted Watt and Murdoch to be taller and in the forefront of the statue, thereby relegating Boulton to the back row. Bloye and Wheatley could not reach agreement with the council and matters remained unresolved. Had it not been for this debate, the statue may have been finished in the 1930’s but by the 1950’s all argument and contention had blown over and plans to move-on were made.  
[image: ][footnoteRef:4] [4:  , Birmingham City Council Updates: Two of Birmingham’s most iconic statues – Boulton, Watt and Murdoch and Iron Man – are on the move. (2020) <https://www.birminghamupdates.com/two-of-birminghams-most-iconic-statues-boulton-watt-and-murdoch-and-iron-man-are-on-the-move/> [accessed 30 January 2021].] 

The carving, by Bloye, was magnificent and the finished work was spectacular in every way: no expense was spared to cast it in bronze, gild it in gold and mount it on a vast plinth of Portland stone. The engraving was in the Baskerville typeface, of Birmingham design fame. 
[image: ]                                                                  The inscription on the statue is simple, just notes of names and dates of the men[footnoteRef:5].  [5:  George T. Noszlopy, Waterhouse, Fiona, Birmingham: Public Sculpture Trail (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2007), P.p. 94-96. 
] 

[footnoteRef:6] [6:   , Statues and Public Art: Boulton, Watt and Murdoch (2020) <https://www.birmingham.gov.uk/info/50050/culture_arts_and_heritage/190/statues_and_public_art/2> [accessed 15 January 2021].Hopkins, Eric, The Rise of the Manufacturing Town: Birmingham and the Industrial revolution (Gloucestershire: Sutton Publishing, 1989).
] 





But, although the statue of Boulton, Watt and Murdoch may show them in shades of gold, their part in the Birmingham metal trades of the 18th and 19th Centuries reveals a dark heritage.
The Dark Heritage of Employing Child Labour 
[image: ]At this time, it was common for British industry to employ female and child labour: The installation of Watt Improved Steam Engine was lucrative because with steam powered, the strong arm of a male labourer was no longer needed: A child, at half the cost of a man, could be employed to rapidly press-out stamped objects and manual labour was supplemented and not superseded by steam power.[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  Eric Hopkins, The Rise of the manufacturing Town: Birmingham and the Industrial revolution (Gloucestershire: Sutton Publishing, 1989). P.9. ] 

 [footnoteRef:8] William Murdoch joined the Boulton Soho Works in the 1770’s, and the through engineering improvements he made, a nightshift was introduced. The day and night shifts each employed 500 people and the Soho Works was used the Birmingham Canal and the Wednesbury Turnpike road to bring in coal and metal ore for smelting raw materials and coal to power the Watts Steam engines it used.   [8:  William Dargue, Soho, The Soho, Soho Hill - Birmingham Gazetteer (2021) <https://billdargue.jimdofree.com/placenames-gazetteer-a-to-y/places-s/soho/> [accessed 29 January 2021].] 

The Dark Heritage of the Button Factory.
In Birmingham, the innocuously named 18th Century Boulton Button Factory at Sarehole Mill, made beautiful buttons to adorn the clothes of the international aristocracy and the well-to-do but
[image: Industry][footnoteRef:9] [image: ][footnoteRef:10] [9:  James Walvin, Slavery and the Building of Britain (2020) <http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/british/abolition/building_britain_gallery_08.shtml> [accessed 30 January 2021].]  [10:  Anna M. Thane, Birmingham in the Georgian and Regency period (2020) <https://regency-explorer.net/writers-travel-guide-birmingham/> [accessed 30 January 2021].] 

it also made shiny brass bracelets called Manila’s which were traded to buy African slaves then exchanged for guns or goods[footnoteRef:11]. In addition, the Button Factory also made cheap component parts for guns. A Birmingham gunmaker, who specialised in making poor quality muskets for Manila-exchange with Africa chieftains and their tribes, was Samuel Galton: Samuel Galton was the grandfather of Francis Galton, the Eugenicist[footnoteRef:12].  [11:  Anna M. Thane, Birmingham in the Georgian and Regency period.]  [12:  C.P. Blacker, Eugenics: Galton and After (Worcester, Great Britain: The Trinity Press, 1952). P.64.                                                                                   , College Hill Arsenal: Northwest Gun Trade (2020) <https://collegehillarsenal.com/Early-Percussion-Altered-Northwest-Trade-Gun-by-Robert-Wheeler> [accessed 30 January 2021].                                                                                                                                                                                                    , Revolutionary War Era British 1762 Dated Flintlock Blunderbuss by Galton (2021) <https://www.ancestryguns.com/shop/revolutionary-war-era-british-1762- dated-flintlock-blunderbuss-by-galton-250-year-old-brass-barreled-close-range-weapon/> [accessed 6 February 2021].] 

[image: ]In the 18th and early 19th Century Birmingham produced an estimated 150,000 guns for the African market, they were similar to the 1762 brass blunderbuss shown here which was made at the Galton Works in Birmingham: the annual trade-value of these guns was around £220,000: Samuel Galton, Boulton, Watt and Murdoch worked together on many engineering projects and technical developments, they met regularly at Lunar Society meetings held at Soho House [footnoteRef:13].  [13:  Anna M. Thane, Birmingham in the Georgian and Regency period.] 

Political scientist, Ugo Mattei, and Economic historian, Laura Nader, advise the effect of the British slave-trade and associated deaths in African reduced the African population so drastically that it has never recovered and, to this day, it is still ‘the most significant cause of low development and poverty’ in Africa[footnoteRef:14]. This dark weight bears down on Galton the Quaker, Boulton the Abolitionist, Watt the Scottish Presbyterian turned Deist and although the beliefs of Murdoch appear to be unrecorded, it seems that none of these men let their beliefs get in the way of trade. They had no regard for what was being done with the products they made and the slave-made sugar and rum of the West Indies was produced using technology developed in Birmingham.  [14:  Ugo Mattei, Laura Nader, Plunder: When the Rule of Law is Illegal (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2008), p. 21.] 



Brief Biographies of Boulton, Watt and Murdoch
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[image: ]
James Watt was a Scottish inventor and engineer, the son of a shipwright and Atlantic trade ship owner, but he was not a good businessman. Watt redesigned and improved earlier steam engines, but his manufacturing quality was poor until he joined up with Boulton. 
[image: ]
Matthew Boulton was a Birmingham entrepreneur and factory owner. His Sarehole Mill and Soho Manufactory or Soho Works, produced small metal toy-trade items like buttons, buckles, and ornaments. 
Boulton put Watts designs into manufacture and they reaped the profits.
[image: ]                                                                                                                                                                                                                

William Murdoch, a Scottish engineer, walked 300 miles from his family home to ask Boulton and Watt for a job[footnoteRef:15]. Murdoch used his engineering knowledge and skills to greatly improve the reliability of the Watt designs and Watt engines were sold as far away as Russia and Greece.[footnoteRef:16] Murdoch was always the junior partner who received less money.  [15:  Birmingham’ (2021) <https://ageofrevolution.org/200-object/boulton-watt-and-murdoch-the-golden-boys-of-birmingham/ > [accessed 20 January 2021].]  [16:  George T. Noszlopy, Waterhouse, Fiona, Birmingham: Public Sculpture Trail (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2007). P. 95] 


3 Idea’s to re-negotiate and/or re-design the statue to give it new purpose?
After 65-years on display, this statue is of pensionable age: In Birmingham, it is no longer called the Boulton, Watt and Murdoch memorial, it has been re-named as the Golden Boys, Carpet Salesman and Three Wisemen[footnoteRef:17]. The original municipal relevance is lost. We cannot change the dark heritage of the manufactories slave-trade products links nor delete the exploitive early production years when women and children were paid low wages to work in unsafe conditions, but it may be possible to repurpose the statue with a new meaning to benefit current and future generations. Sharon McDonald suggests using the process of fragmentation to change the spatial layout of memorial sites to ‘excite discussion’ [footnoteRef:18]. With McDonald-deconstruction to reduce the statue to its constituent parts, the engineering significance is retained and the men can be repurposed.   [17:  Gary Young, 'Birmingham history in 31 Images', Birmingham Mail, 27 July 2015, p.2.]  [18:  Sharon McDonald, Difficult Heritage: Negotiating the Nazi Past in Nuremberg and Beyond (Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2009), P.p. 120-121.] 

[image: ][footnoteRef:19] [19:  Birmingham’ (2021) <https://ageofrevolution.org/200-object/boulton-watt-and-murdoch-the-golden-boys-of-birmingham/ > [accessed 20 January 2021].
] 

There are many ways that deconstruction and reconstruction could be approached and, to get the ball-rolling, here are a few ideas for the re-negotiation of the Boulton, Watts and Murdoch statue.
[image: ]With the men parted and each on a new plinth, each could be returned to his birthplace and take on a new local significance. 
The scroll could have a new low plinth so the detailed plan-sheets could be seen. They could take on real significance to the city where the drawings were made into machines. 
Without the men and the scrolls, the inscribed Portland stone plinth would look like a coffin in which to bury the dark heritage and create a new memorial.
[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Birmingham’ (2021) <https://ageofrevolution.org/200-object/boulton-watt-and-murdoch-the-golden-boys-of-birmingham/ > [accessed 20 January 2021].
] 

[image: ]                                                                 This second re-negotiation is far more adventurous and expensive, but it would change the way the work of the men was represented by re-focusing the monument into a piece of engineering history rather than it being an image of three dead men. 
The parts of the monument would be separated, and the scroll and coffin would be reused but the men would undergo a total reconstruction and be used as wheels on which to roll the coffin/railway tender. 
[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Birmingham’ (2021) <https://ageofrevolution.org/200-object/boulton-watt-and-murdoch-the-golden-boys-of-birmingham/ > [accessed 20 January 2021].
] 

[image: ]Here the men are recast into medals, give the Scroll a plinth and keep the Coffin/Tender.
By distributing medals to engineering students and laying them on railway platforms, it would broadcast the achievements the men made by contributing to manufacturing development, establishing employee relations and welfare, supporting the ending of child labour and providing of free schools for poor children. 
[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Birmingham’ (2021) <https://ageofrevolution.org/200-object/boulton-watt-and-murdoch-the-golden-boys-of-birmingham/ > [accessed 20 January 2021].] 

Conclusion
Birmingham Museums Trust now run a museum in Matthew Boulton’s home, Soho House, in Handsworth, the suburb of Birmingham which saw race riots in the 1980’s. This building has dark heritage with many links to the 18th and 19th Century Birmingham metal trades, Atlantic slave-trade and West Indian plantations. The exhibits at Soho House link Boulton, Watt and Murdoch to slavery, and show the wider picture of how Birmingham made tools for cultivating plantations, iron window bars, chains, guns and much more, including cheap, but visually attractive toy-trade items which British Slavers used to buy-back the Manilas they had exchanged for African slaves. 
It will be interesting to see whether reappropriation of Soho House as a museum is sufficient reparation for the part played in the dark heritage of the Birmingham metal trade by Boulton, Watt and Murdoch or whether Birmingham will decide it is time to re-negotiate their statue. This statue has been on the move for sixty-five years and as it still has no permanent standing space in the city, so the reconsideration of its value and purpose seems to be a most reasonable option.  
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