
 

 

Press Release from “Countering Colston” Campaign, 7/11/2016 

Bristol: We need to end this slave trader celebration season 

 

Edward Colston rose to the rank of deputy governor of the Royal African Company in the 

seventeenth century, when they had a monopoly over trade with West Africa, including the slave 

trade.  During the period of its monopoly, the company shipped over 100,000 enslaved people 

across the Atlantic. Many more than 20,000 died on the passage.   

In Bristol, the first two weeks in November see several ceremonies and rituals celebrating Colston.  

These have been defended on the basis that Colston donated some of his profits to charity, thereby 

buying himself a reputation as a “philanthropist”. But it is obscene to call Colston a philanthropist (a 

“lover of humanity”), given that he pursued financial profit with such a callous disregard for human 

dignity and life, through decades of active political and economic involvement in kidnapping, 

enslavement and murder.  It is an insult to the memory of the victims of slavery that Colston should 

be celebrated.  Those organising the celebrations appear to consider them a benign element in the 

Bristolian civic and social calendar. A key organisation behind these events is the Society of 

Merchant Venturers, of which Edward Colston was a member.  Venues where Colston is venerated 

include some of the best-known Church of England places of worship in our city. 

4th November saw the Colston’s Girls’ School (CGS) ‘Commemoration Day’ service held at Bristol 

Cathedral. On this day, girls were supplied with and encouraged to wear a bronze chrysanthemum, 

Colston’s favourite flower.  An opening statement was read out, affirming that the first purpose of 

the ceremony was to remember and give thanks to Edward Colston.  The girls were then read an 

extended passage from his “settlement” (a document similar to a will).  Colston’s involvement in the 

slave trade was briefly mentioned once, as the topic hastily shifted to praising the Merchant 

Venturers for their efforts to oppose modern day slavery. The Merchant Venturers have always run 

CGS, but since 2008 they have done so with the use of public money.  

On the morning of 10th November, Bristol cathedral will again host a religious ceremony for ‘Charter 

Day’. This will be led by a CofE Bishop, preaching to a congregation made up of students and staff 

from CGS, the Merchants Academy (also state-funded), and the independent Colston School. Also in 

attendance will be Merchant Venturers and other members of the Cathedral clergy. At the end of 

the ceremony, attendees will be given a ‘Colston Bun’ in his memory (we understand that the bun 

may be referred to as a “starveling bun” this year, to obscure its historical significance). Afterwards 

the Merchant Venturers will retire for lunch and other rituals in their headquarters Merchant Hall on 

Clifton’s Promenade, a stone’s throw from the Suspension Bridge. In this building are preserved the 

hair and nails of Edward Colston (see page 4). 

https://counteringcolston.wordpress.com/who-was-edward-colston-2/
http://www.slavevoyages.org/voyage/search
http://www.etymonline.com/index.php?term=philanthropy&allowed_in_frame=0
http://www.etymonline.com/index.php?term=philanthropy&allowed_in_frame=0
http://merchantventurers.com/
http://merchantventurers.com/
http://www.bristolpost.co.uk/school-s-tribute-founder/story-11244715-detail/story.html
https://twitter.com/CounterColston/status/794483928505663488
https://counteringcolston.files.wordpress.com/2016/09/charter-day-screenshot.png
https://www.google.co.uk/maps/place/The+Society+Of+Merchant+Venturers/@51.4596182,-2.6266154,18z/data=!4m5!3m4!1s0x0:0x72d70ed99ecbcd34!8m2!3d51.4601865!4d-2.6261918?hl=en
https://counteringcolston.files.wordpress.com/2016/09/cgs-chronicle-31-summer-2012-fingernails-and-hair-of-e-colston.pdf


 

 

Colston was born on 2nd November, but due to a historical calendar change, his birthday will be 

marked on 14th November this year, aka ‘Colston’s Day’. On October 19th, a “Colston Day AGM and 

service” took place at St Mary Redcliffe church; ironically this happened whilst the church was lit up 

to support a campaign against modern day slavery. On the morning of November 14th itself, at 11am, 

three charitable societies that honour Colston will attend another religious ceremony in St Stephen’s 

Church. One of them, the Grateful Society, will also hold an annual dinner at the Red Lodge museum 

on Park Row, where society members make a traditional ‘silent toast’ to Colston (see page 5). (The 

museum is owned, run and financed by Bristol city council.) 

The celebrations of Colston have been justly criticised for many years.  As far back as 1925, the Rev. 

Dr. H.J. Wilkins argued that they should be replaced by celebrations of a pantheon of more worthy 

figures in Bristol's history.  More recently, from 2014 onwards, the celebrations have again been 

criticised, after Bishop Mike Hill implied, to an audience of schoolchildren, that Colston's links to 

slavery were a mere matter of "speculation".     

Earlier this year, a group of concerned individuals wrote to the Merchant Venturers; to Alistair Perry, 

the Executive Principal of CGS; and to Dr David Hoyle, the Dean of Bristol cathedral, requesting a 

meeting in the hope of stopping the celebrations of Colston from occurring again.  The Merchant 

Venturers made no response.  Neither Perry nor Hoyle agreed to meet, and their written replies did 

not inspire confidence.  The Dean did however write that “we give you an assurance that no service 

in the cathedral will 'celebrate' the life of Edward Colston.”  The quotation marks around the word 

“celebrate” indicate that his whole position rests upon a semantic quibble, as was demonstrated by 

the events of CGS Commemoration day on Friday 4th described above. 

Given the lack of meaningful engagement and dialogue on this matter from the Merchant Venturers, 

the Church and CGS, the Countering Colston campaign feels that it would be justified to support, 

promote and participate in peaceful protests outside the celebrations, and calls upon anyone who 

agrees with us to go and do likewise.   

"Countering Colston" is a campaign to end the celebration of Edward Colston in Bristol, and to 

promote a truer picture of the Transatlantic Slave Trade and Bristol's connection to it.  Whilst our 

immediate focus is on the current ceremonies, we are also concerned with other ways in which 

Colston is celebrated: for example in statues, and the naming of places and institutions (e.g. Colston 

Hall).  For more details of our campaign goals, please see the following webpage: 

https://counteringcolston.wordpress.com/ 

Supporters of the Countering Colston campaign can be reached for comment using the following 

email: counteringcolston@gmail.com   

Website: https://counteringcolston.wordpress.com/ 

Twitter: https://twitter.com/CounterColston 

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/CounteringColston/ 

https://tockify.com/stmaryredcliffechurch/detail/128/1476882000000
https://tockify.com/stmaryredcliffechurch/detail/128/1476882000000
http://www.stmaryredcliffe.co.uk/
http://www.bristolpost.co.uk/why-is-st-mary-s-redcliffe-church-lit-up-in-colourful-neon-lights/story-29814727-detail/story.html
http://www.dolphin-society.org.uk/history
http://www.saint-stephens.com/
http://www.saint-stephens.com/
https://www.bristolmuseums.org.uk/red-lodge-museum/
https://counteringcolston.files.wordpress.com/2016/09/grateful-society-booklet-2008.pdf
https://counteringcolston.wordpress.com/commemoration-events/
https://counteringcolston.files.wordpress.com/2016/10/cathedral-letter-20-10-2016.pdf
https://counteringcolston.wordpress.com/

