Using an example of your choice discuss the issues that arise in the presentation of a site or collection which could be termed ‘difficult heritage’
Difficult Heritage, often incorporating the Dark Past of society, is “Concerned with histories and pasts that do not easily fit with self-identities of the groups of whose pasts or histories they are part” (Macdonald, 2007), it is the part of a culture's history that the people would rather not face due to it being undesirable in the modern-day.
Difficult heritage is often caused by a conflict in morality when an action of the past is compared to modern morality, or when an ‘evil’ was committed regardless of timeframe. These actions can include mass killings like under the Holocaust, premeditated and systematic murder similar to Jack the Ripper, and lesser crimes but moral wrongs such as stealing, as is the discussion regarding much of the British Museum (Alberge 2019).
This heritage can be presented in several ways with the most easily visible being statues to people of a nation, however other examples include tours of hunting grounds of murderers (GetyourGuide, 2021), museums or collections focusing on certain people or factions like the Stalin Museum in Georgia (Hohenhaus 2021) or those who specifically collect Nazi memorabilia. Other examples might look at a section of society or longer period such as with the ‘Dungeon’ tours which can be found in London and York where you are told the history of the town while being able to have your picture taken in a pillory and watch actors sentence children to death as was the punishment to menial crimes years before (Merlin Entertainment, 2021).
As statues are often prominently featured in towns and cities with little of the history surrounding the statue present, and with the recent outcry regarding statues of people having a link to slavery, this essay aims to explore the difficult heritage of statues and their links to slavery, specifically of the Atlantic Slave Trade and its produce between 1470 until 1838 (National archives, 2001; Historic England, 2021).
There are multiple statues today of those from the past with links to slavery, in part due to the time they lived, and in part due to many of them dealing with slavery either during or in the aftermath of the Slave Trade. This will be done through individual case studies on select statues of Sir Francis Drake, and Edward Colston, discussing why there is a statue to this person there and who wanted it present as well as how it teaches the population about that person today and if it can be made better. The change in thinking and morality will also be discussed so as to delve into why the history of the person scars the statue and present now before providing a possible solution of what is best to do with the statue.

The first statue to look at is that of Sir Francis Drake who has a statue in Tavistock. Prepared for the 300th Anniversary of Drake’s Victory over the Spanish Armada in 1588, the statue was erected in Tavistock, overlooking Crowndale where he was born on Thursday 27th September 1883 (Tavistock Town Council, 2021). Sir Francis Drake is a legendary figure in British history having circumnavigated the globe, led a daring attack on a Spanish harbour to “Singe the King of Spain’s Beard”, brought back much Spanish gold to England and forced the Spanish Armada away from English shores thus defeating Spain for that time (Brain).
While the statue only currently has Drake’s name in writing, the plinth also possesses images depicting three events of his life (Image 1), which are his knighthood, supposed game of bowls before he fought the armada, and his burial at sea. While it being a statue does show the greatness or importance of the man, the lack of immediate information does leave Drake’s statue wanting for those who know very little, if anything about him. As such, adding a plaque to the statue, be it on the base or as a separate feature, could provide greater information and therefore bullet points the good and bad parts of his life.[image: A picture containing text, building, building material, stone  Description automatically generated][image: A picture containing text, building, building material, stone  Description automatically generated]Image 1: Panels showing Drake’s Knighting and game of Bowls from his statue in Tavistock [online] Available at: The Story of Drake Statue | Tavistock Town Council

In the early part of Drake’s career with ships, he first sailed with the Hawkins Family Fleet (History, 2020). While this is where Drake learnt most of his skills for sailing, it also darkens his story due to the Hawkins taking part in the start of the Atlantic Slave Trade in the 1560s. During these trips, it is estimated that between 1,200 and 1,400 Africans were enslaved, with up to 4,200 having been killed according to accounts by Slavers (Tavistock Town Council, 2021).
However, after a failed trip in 1567 where many of Drake’s crewmates were killed by the Spanish, he swore off the slave trade and never dealt in slavery again (Green, 2020b). Instead he was given a Privateers license by Queen Elizabeth to plunder Spanish treasure (History, 2020). Over the rest of his career, Drake became a scourge to the Spanish by attacking Spanish treasure ships and ports that he was called ‘El Draque’ by the Spanish with King Philip II offering around six million pounds for his capture (Brain). While we do not know exactly why he stopped dealing in slavery, assuming that the bad treatment of the people he transported disgusted him (Green, 2020b), Drake did start to help slaves. Some escaped slaves even chose to sail with him such as with Diego at Number de Dios where both men were able to gain much treasure (Tavistock Town Council, 2020). Furthermore, as Drake never again dealt with slavery after the failed Hawkins expeditions, we can assume that he did not wish to deal with human trafficking and that being given permission from Queen Elizabeth to attack the Spanish allowed him to remove himself from the practice.
Due to the time in which Drake lived, over 400 years ago, there is a drastic difference in thinking and morals when compared with today. During the 16th century, slavery was seeing a boost as plantations and mining in the Americas provided Europe with great resources like gold, silver and sugar and so it was an accepted practice.
As Drake is such an important figure for the history of Britain, having helped to keep the Spanish at bay and brought in much revenue to bring the country out of debt, it continues to make sense for him to have a, if not multiple, statues around the country, especially port towns. In addition, Drake was only involved with slavery momentarily and had friendships with freed slaves, therefore he should not be penalized for this today. As such, a plaque that bullet points his life with the major good and bad on it would be useful to deliver a greater amount of information to those who know little about him outside of what is taught in schools. This is already the proposed manner by Plymouth City Council for the statue at Plymouth Hoe (Green, 2020b).
In his life, Drake did much good for England and the British Isles with his plundering of Spanish treasure ships and beating off the Spanish Armada. While he did partake in slavery, given his short-lived experience and then working with escaped slaves, Drake’s statue does not need to be reconsidered as the good far outweighs the bad. While a plaque may be a good addition to better present his story, it does not seem necessary as the statue shows the reasons for why it is present. Furthermore, due to its situation overlooking Crowndale, to move the statue to a different place or even a museum would remove part of the history surrounding it and himself as he can still watch over his home today.

Someone with greater links to slavery than Drake is Edward Colston who had a statue in Bristol until it was torn down on 7th June 2020 (Exhibitions, 2021). Erected in 1895 at Colston Avenue in the city centre of Bristol, the statue was set up in Colston’s honour due to him having donated 70,000 L (Old British Pound) worth over £15 million as of 2020 to Bristol (Hughson, 1808; Bank of England, 2021). In and just after his time, that money meant the poor had a place to live with almshouses, schools for children, and many places and buildings to bear his name. Today the Society of Merchant Venturers, which helped to create the institutions and charities, is still involved with running nine schools, social enterprising, multiple charities with those that provide care for the elderly, as well as scholarships and trusts (Parkes, 2020).
The statue to Colston only appears to show his charity to the city on the plinth and reads “Erected by citizens of Bristol as a memorial of one of the most virtuous and wise sons of their city” with no mention of slavery (Image 2). However, former Head Girl of Colston Girls School, Jane Ghosh says “We all knew what he’d done but it wasn’t spoken about” (Parkes, 2020) suggesting that his past is taught in greater detail than the statue, at least at Colston Girls School of which she was a part of with a letter from the school reading “We see no benefit in denying the school’s financial origin and obscuring history itself” (BBC, 2017).[image: A tombstone with writing on it  Description automatically generated with medium confidence]Image 2: Plaque on Colston’s Statue from Bristol [online] Available at: Who was Edward Colston and why is Bristol divided by his legacy? - BBC News

During Colston’s life, the slave trade was developing quickly with many merchants becoming rich off tobacco and sugar produces. In Bristol, the amount of imported sugar varied but in 1623 there were 539 hogsheads brought into the port with this jumping to 3,000 hogsheads in 1654 (discovering Bristol, 1999b), with a single hogshead equaling around 250 litres (Professor, 2018), and so it would have been likely that even if Colston did not deal in slaves, he would have dealt with their produce, thus benefiting from the slave trade indirectly that way (discovering Bristol, 1999a). Due to the amount of sugar alone and how much money it could bring in, increasing profit margins by using slave labour was a valid and valuable way to make money especially as it took until 1787 for “The Society for Effecting the Abolition of the African Slave Trade” to be founded and a further 30 years for the 1807 “Act to Abolish the Transatlantic Slave Trade” to be passed (Historic England, 2021).
While today we despise slavery, it is believed that there are roughly 40 million in a form of slavery, be it completely unpaid work or where pay is so low they may as well be enslaved (Antislavery, 2021; free the slaves, 2021). While not a defence of the practice of slavery, the fact that it is still practised to such a degree where a good portion of produce that we use currently is made through slave labour, we ourselves are currently participating, indirectly, in its continuation. Therefore, the focus should not be on protesting against the statues of long-dead individuals but instead it should be aimed at dealing with the situation today. Furthermore, undoing the history of a nation due to unscrupulous morals by our standards does little to help the situation when culture has changed so drastically since the time of the monuments in question.
Colston did however deal directly with slavery, making a portion of his money by selling slave-made produce like sugar and seems to have transported 80,000 Africans to the American Plantations on 2,100 voyages with between 8-16,000 dying on the journey which is where much of the controversy around him lies (Parkes, 2020). In 2019 a debate was held over what to add to the statue with a plaque acknowledging Colston’s part in the slave trade but due to the talks going nowhere it was not added (Exhibitions, 2021). The next year on the 7th of June the statue was torn down and pushed into Bristol Harbour before being retrieved on the 11th. Now residing in a Bristol museum as a temporary display, a survey was held to see what should be done next with the statue and “We Are Bristol History Commission” should have a completed report of survey data ready early 2022 where a decision will then be taken by the Mayor of Bristol for the future of the statue (Exhibitions, 2021).
While this is a fair and reasonable response to the situation at hand, whatever decision is made is bound to upset a minority of people. While the statue should be put back up, as it will most likely result in further damage, the best course of action would be to document the statue in its current graffitied form before cleaning it or creating a non-metal copy of the original state to then provide a balanced view of the time and Colston in a museum exhibit telling the good that the man did in essentially building Bristol, while also showing his part in the Slave trade, especially given it is a much greater involvement than with statues to other ‘Slavers’.
Given the life and time of Edward Colston, it is a fair discussion to start to reconsider the man, his statue, and areas named after him. Given the mass amount of slavery and slave produce that Colston took part in, it can be seen that his charitable donations are not enough to warrant his place in Bristol being kept and that each situation should be looked at differently. Colston Girls School for example should not have to change its name as it had been set up with his donations and has continued to be of great importance to the city as it is a school that provides education to the next generation and thus continues to good in Colston’s name. His statue, however, should be looked at more differently. While it was erected due to his charity, it only shows his contribution without adding anything else to the city outside of decoration and a place of heritage that is already present throughout Bristol.
In this situation, a plaque, while needed, does not seem adequate enough to explain Colston’s life. As such, it would be best kept in a museum exhibition so as to present all of the information in a fair and detailed manner. The statue should not however be destroyed outside of the already present graffiti as that would needlessly remove history and context for the city as a whole.
The recent situation regarding difficult heritage in Britain and its great figures of history is a complex issue that needs addressing in order to better present the history of our home. However, the tearing down of statues and erasure of a building's history is not the way to do it as that will further remove the bad and the good that has been by people like Edward Colston and Francis Drake. Instead, living in a democracy, those that feel so strongly about the removal of a certain feature should start a petition and the local council members should hold a public referendum so as to get the greatest amount of representation from the people for what should be done with the difficult past and how it is presented. The 
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