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of Lee’s statue. At a press conference on 1 August, he asked 
whether statues of George Washington and Thomas Jeff erson 
might now be taken down because they were slave owners. ‘So 
you know what, it’s fi ne. You’re changing history. You’re chang-
ing culture.’ He continued: ‘There are two sides to a story. I 
thought what took place was a horrible moment for our   country –  
a horrible moment. But there are two sides to the country.’43 

Trump may have meant to conclude that remark by saying 
‘there are two sides to the story’ again. Still, the expression he  
 used – ‘two sides to the country’ –  is apt. While the president con-
tinued to defend statues, another America moved forward with 
getting rid of them. In the two months after Charlottesville, fi f-
teen more communities across the south removed Confederate 
monuments. Statues of Robert E. Lee were taken down in Balti-
more, Maryland, and Dallas, Texas. One statue was pulled down 
by a   crowd –  a fi gure of a Confederate soldier in Durham, North  
 Carolina –  but the rest were removed by authorities. Lee’s statue in 
Charlottesville, the focus of the white nationalist protests, was 
temporarily covered with black cloth. The historian Thomas 
J. Brown argued that the surge in the removal of Confederate stat-
ues in 2017 ‘was the most important American revival of iconoclasm 
since July 177’.44 

Professor Brown was right when he wrote those words in 2019. 
No one knew then what the following year would bring.

11.  Making a Splash
Edward Colston

Location: Bristol, Great Britain
Put up: 

Pulled down: 

As we saw with both Lenin and Robert E. Lee, a historical fi gure’s 
life story can be revised by his successors. In the case of Edward 
Colston, so much myth built up that little of the original man 
remained. The tale of Colston and his statue evolved as the British 
Empire itself evolved over centuries. It is the story of a community’s 
long and bitter fi ght over civic identity and who gets to control it.

As 2020 began, a novel coronavirus spread across the world. On 
11 March, the World Health Organization declared it a pandemic. 
In early April, in Minneapolis, Minnesota, George Perry Floyd  
 Jr –   African   American,   forty-  six years old, a father of   three –  came 
down with the symptoms of   COVID-  19, the disease caused by 
the coronavirus. He was ill for several weeks, and was laid off  from 
his job as a restaurant doorman.1
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 On 2 May 2020, just before 8 p.m., Floyd walked into a grocery 
store and bought a pack of cigarettes with a $20 bill. The cashier 
believed the bill was fake. The police were called. Security camera 
videos and witness videos show police struggling with Floyd inside 
a car, before pulling him out on to the ground. Offi  cer Derek 
Chauvin knelt on Floyd’s neck for eight minutes. Again and again, 
Floyd gasped ‘I can’t breathe.’ Members of the public watched with 
increasing alarm. Floyd’s pleas stopped. He lay silent and motion-
less for a long time before Chauvin took his knee off  his neck. Floyd 
was taken to hospital, where he was described as ‘unresponsive and 
pulseless’ and pronounced dead a little under an hour later.2

 Videos of the incident went viral on social media. A wave of 
public outrage began in Minneapolis and spread across the United 
States. Floyd’s words, ‘I can’t breathe’, became a slogan for the 
Black Lives Matter movement. Despite the continuing threat of 
the pandemic, protesters against police violence poured on to the 
streets in hundreds of   thousands  –   many wearing face masks, 
which off ered protection against both infection and identifi cation. 
Often, the police responded with yet more violence.

Anger spread beyond the United States itself. On the morning 
of 7 June 2020, thirteen days after Floyd’s death, protesters marched 
to The Centre, an open space and transport interchange in Bristol, 
in the west of England. They crowded around a bronze statue of 
bewigged   seventeenth-  century merchant Edward Colston, stand-
ing high on a stone plinth. As the crowd whooped and cheered, it 
was pulled down.

The stories of this   seventeenth-  century merchant in Bristol and 
the   twenty-  fi rst-  century security guard almost 4,000 miles away 
in Minneapolis were connected. Together, they tell a story of 
empire, slavery, and how history is made.

Prince Rupert of the Rhine was King Charles I’s nephew and a 
general in his army. It is not clear if he and Edward Colston ever 
met, but their fates would be entwined. Their paths fi rst crossed in 

17Making a Splash

the middle of July 143. Edward Colston was then six years old 
and living in Bristol. Rupert,   twenty-  four, was with the royal 
household in Oxford, enjoying a fl irtation with a young lady 
known as ‘Butterfl y’. With the English Civil War raging on, he 
was ordered to the West Country and besieged Bristol. It surren-
dered. This was good news for the Colstons, who were royalists.

Two years later, the king’s fortunes had turned. So had those 
of Prince Rupert and the Colstons. Parliamentary forces besieged 
Bristol. Rupert rode out to surrender on a black Arabian horse, 
clad dramatically in scarlet and silver, the angry shouts of Bristolians 
ringing out behind him.3  With Bristol under Oliver Cromwell’s 
control, the Colstons fl ed to London.

Prince Rupert went off  to fi ght as a mercenary for Louis XIV 
of France. When the second English Civil War broke out in 148, 
though, he pledged to fi ght for his uncle Charles I again. Charles 
was beheaded at the beginning of 149 and England became a 
re public. Rupert was then off  the south coast of Ireland with the 
royalist navy. Edward Colston was twelve years old.

In 12, Rupert sailed down the West African coast. Intrigued 
by local stories of ‘a fi rm rock of gold of a great bigness’ deep in 
the interior, he ventured up the Gambia River. It seems possible 
the locals were winding him up about what he might fi nd: ‘The 
natives affi  rm that there are many unicorns in their country,’ his 
tour diary recorded, ‘relating their shape, and how they go, accom-
panied by other beasts, to the water, who will not drink till he 
hath dipped his horn therein.’

Prince Rupert found neither unicorns nor gold in the African 
interior, though he did loot a few European ships. But a fateful asso-
ciation had been formed in his mind: Africa was a source of riches.4

 The English Republic fell and, in 10, Charles II was restored 
to the throne. Edward Colston was then   twenty-  three, appren-
ticed to the London Mercer’s Company, beginning his career as 
a merchant. Prince Rupert returned to London too: he was inter-
mittently in with the new king, and very close to Charles’s brother 
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