Henry Morton Stanley memorial statue, Denbigh

This assignment will discuss the statue of Henry Stanley Morton that is erected in Denbigh in North Wales. It will first describe the statue itself before exploring HS Morton’s life and his importance within a historical context. It will then look at some of the controversies the statue has since it’s erection in 2011 (Aldrich, 2012).
The bronze effigy of Stanley and located in Denbigh town centre and was created by local artist Nick Elphick at a cost of £31,000 (Aldrich, 2012). It depicts a rather tall, lean portrait of Stanley carrying his helmet in his left hand, with his right arm extended out in offering of a handshake. Infront of him is a stone plinth about one metre in height and on top of the plinth there is inscribed the words ‘’Dr. Livingstone I presume’’ and beneath that it also gives, in both Welsh and English, his name, date of birth and death, place of birth and his birthname. It also says, again in both languages, ‘Africa’s greatest explorer’ and finally at the bottom ‘Bula Matari’ which was the name given to him by the Congolese locals (Jeal, 2007).
Henry Morton Stanley was born John Rowlands (Mueller) in 1841 and had a difficult upbringing. He was abandoned by his father and mother at birth, his grandfather died when he was five and his uncles placed him in a workhouse for the poor in St Asaph up until the age of 15 after which he briefly worked (Mueller). However, it was in America that Stanley first made his name as a journalist after making his way there via ship.
But it is ultimately for his adventures in Africa for which he is most well known. He was first sent there by the ‘Missouri Democrat’ in 1867 where he established himself as a cutting journalist, reporting on Hancock’s War against the Plains Tribes. But it was his next trip to the African continent that sent there by his then employers ‘The New York Herald’ (Berenson, 2011) to find the famous Scottish and then missing explorer David Livingstone in 1871. Stanley succeeded in his mission after an arduous eight month embarkment to Tanzania. It came at a cost however, with over three quarters of his two hundred strong team succumbing to illness. When the two finally met and Stanley spoke the now immortalised words ‘Dr Livingstone, I presume’, although some academics question whether Stanley actually muttered the words or not. The story captured the publics minds and imaginations and when he returned to Europe he was already incredibly famous (Driver, 1991). Stanley went on to write three incredibly popular books, ‘How I found Livingstone’, ‘Through the dark continent’ and ‘In Darkest Africa’ during his life.
After this he went back to Africa as an agent for King Leopold II of Belgium where he successfully opened the door for Leopold to claim the Congo as a state of Belgium and again in what was known as ‘’The Emin Pasha Relief Expedition’’ (Driver, 1991). As Felix Driver points out in his article ‘Henry Morton Stanley and his critics’, it is these two later expeditions that have caused controversy in todays society due to his cruel treatment of African people, which included murder and pillaging of goods, including Ivory. He also explains that while Stanley was popular amongst the public, he was infact investigated by the House of Commons where he was charged with excessive violence, selling Africans into slavery, as well as the sexual exploitation of African women. Conservative MP Robert Fowler who was treasurer of the Aborigines protection society wrote in a letter that Stanley’s actions had bought ‘‘dishonour on the British flag and must have rendered the course of future travellers more dangerous’’ (Driver, 1991)
In 2010, before the erection of the statue over 20 different British and American academics signed a petition to stop the erection of the statue (Aldrich, 2012) due to the aforementioned atrocities conducted by Stanley. A lecturer at Bangor University held that if was wrong for ‘’The people of Denbigh to make a hero out of this man’’ (Aldrich, 2012). The Labour MP of Denbigh at the time held a different view and criticised those who had petitioned citing ‘’We should not be afraid to celebrate our heritage‘’ and by following the type of criticism to the extreme would mean that ‘’most cities wouldn’t have any statues’’ (Aldrich, 2012).
Today, due to new social knowledge and thinking and the Black Lives Matter movement, the statue of Stanley, like many others, have come into view for criticism and talk about their removal due to their links to slavery, personal views or in Stanleys case, outright cruelty. After a public consultation in 2020, Denbighshire County Council decided to hold a ballot in which the people of Denbigh would vote whether to keep or remove the statue. Due to the pandemic the vote wasn’t held until October 2021 when nearly 600 of the 9000 residents of Denbigh voted in favour of keeping it, with 471 in favour and 121 against (BBC, 2021).
There is no doubt that Stanley is one of the most famous explorers of all time and it is unsurprising that a small town in Wales would want to commemorate one of it’s sons. The question of whether it should have been removed, along with many other statues, is a fierce and murky debate. This is perhaps a reflection of a post-colonial mindset, with academics, politicians and members of the public unsure of how to proceed in light of new evidence. Questions of how we should recollect our history are raised and at no time since post-colonialism has it had such a spotlight on it and at no point has it been so difficult to understand how our heritage should be remembered.
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