
Sir Thomas Picton (1758-1815): Hero and Villain?               
By Dylan Rees  

Recent events in America around the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement and the 
subsequent assault on the iconography of slavery during the so called ‘Statue Wars’ 
has not unexpectedly spread across the Atlantic to Britain. Few would deny Britain’s 
pivotal role in the Atlantic slave trade, as facilitator, purveyor and undoubted 
beneficiary from this horrific business. Wales was by no means immune from the 
slave trade, yet its involvement was primarily to provide goods such woollen cloth 
and copper bars for the trade and to reap its financial rewards. This enabled 
entrepreneurs such as Anthony Bacon (Iron smelting) and the Pennant family 
(Penrhyn slate quarry) to use money tainted by slavery to establish their industries 
and develop their estates.  

If one individual has come to symbolise what might perceive to be a complex 
relationship between involvement in the slave trade and the wider dynamic of 
national policy it is Sir Thomas Picton. Recent calls to have his statue removed from 
its place among the heroes of two millennia of Welsh history who adorn Cardiff City 
Hall have shone a light on a dark and very disturbing part of his career and our 
history. For some Picton is lauded as a military hero, the highest ranking officer to be 
killed at the battle Waterloo. He is the only Welshmen whose remains are buried in 
St Pauls Cathedral, not far from those of his commanding officer the Duke of 
Wellington. His bravery and status as a hero established not only by the manner of 
his death and his record as a commander in the Peninsular War but by the 
subsequent discovery that he fought his last battle while concealing a serious injury 
(a gunshot wound to his hip which broke two ribs) sustained a few days earlier at 
Quatre Bas. 

 



                                                                                    
Fig.1 Memorial to Sir Thomas Picton, St. Paul’s                                                                                     
Cathedral (Author) 

In the decades following his death the negative aspects of his life were glossed over 
while the positive ones were exalted. Monuments and statues were raised to 
memorialise him at the same time as towns, streets, forts and schools across the 
Wales and even the British Empire were named in his honour. His legacy, however, 
is an uncomfortable and problematic one. Predating the current wave of anti-slavery 
sentiment, there was a call in 2011 to remove the large impressive portrait of Picton 
from the law court in Carmarthen’s Guildhall. The propriety of having his image so 
prominently displayed in a court, given his links to slavery and scant regard for the 
application of law was challenged robustly by some of the town’s legal profession. 
So why is Picton such a controversial and divisive figure? 

 
Fig. 2 Portrait of Sir Thomas Picton     Fig 3. Picton Monument, Carmarthen 1846.                                                                                                            
by Martin Archer Shee 



Before addressing this question it might be useful to provide some context and 
background. Picton’s ties with Carmarthenshire are much weaker than those with 
neighbouring Pembrokeshire. He was born in Haverfordwest in 1758, the seventh of 
the twelve children of Thomas Picton of Poynston and his wife Cecil née Powell. 
With very little prospect of inheriting his father’s estate he followed the well-worn 
path for younger sons of the gentry by enlisting in the army. In 1771 he was 
commissioned as an ensign in the 12th regiment of foot which rather fortuitously was 
commanded by his uncle – William Picton. Picton’s direct link with Carmarthenshire 
comes from the purchase of the Iscoed estate, near Ferryside, in 1812. The house 
was in need of substantial renovation, but Picton was smitten by the property which 
he described as ‘one of the most beautiful places in the Principality’. He intended this 
as his county seat although it is unlikely that he spent very much time there given his 
military commitments in the continuing war against Napoleonic France. 

Much of the early part of his military career was spent in the relative backwater of 
Gibraltar as part of the garrison. The one great benefit his service on the Rock 
brought was that he learned to speak Spanish. Without seeing any active service he 
returned to Pembrokeshire in 1778 having attained the rank of captain, and 
remained on his father’s estate for the next twelve years on half pay. Britain at this 
time was reeling from the loss of the richest part of its empire, the thirteen colonies 
straddling the eastern seaboard of North America. The outbreak of war with France 
in 1793 provided Picton with an opportunity to re-boot a military career that was 
somewhat in the doldrums. He sailed for the West Indies and took part in a number 
of raids on rich, French owned, sugar-producing islands. When Spain joined the war 
on the side of France, Picton was part of the British force which captured the 
Spanish colony of Trinidad in 1797. It was during this part of his career that an 
indelible stain tainted his reputation.  

Picton was a powerfully built man and at six-foot-one was by contemporary 
standards well above average height. He possessed a forceful personality and did 
not suffer fools gladly. While some might consider him brave to others he was merely 
reckless. He fought duels with those who slighted him and treated those under his 
command who broke his rules with utter ruthlessness. Wellington presciently 
summed him up: ‘I found him a rough foul-mouthed devil as ever lived’. However, in 
the context of the time army discipline during the Revolutionary (1793-1802) and 
Napoleonic wars (1803-1815) needed to be strict. Under Picton this most certainly 
was the case.  

It is difficult to judge the actions and attitudes of individuals from other eras through 
the cultural and social prism of our own time. Particular circumstances lead on to 
certain courses of action. This is by no means offered by way of exonerating 
individuals from the past for their misdeeds, but merely to understand that they 
operated and behaved within parameters which would be unacceptable to most 
people today. The Caribbean produced great wealth for the British economy. The 
war against France and her allies presented Britain with a golden opportunity to 



acquire more rich sugar-producing colonies. When the French Republic executed the 
former King, Louis XVI, in January 1793 the revolution careered towards its most 
radical phase. A slave revolt in the richest French colony in the Caribbean – Saint- 
Domingue caused alarm, panic and fear of contagion among other colonial powers 
and plantation owners. This was further accentuated when the French Republic 
abolished slavery in all its colonies in February 1794.  

                                                                      
Fig. 4 Fort Picton, Laventille, Port of Spain 

Such was the prevailing political climate when Picton joined a military expedition to 
the West Indies under the command of Sir Ralph Abercromby. After a number of 
mishaps they eventually reached the Caribbean in the spring of 1796. In the 
subsequent campaign, St. Lucia, St. Vincent and Grenada were all captured in quick 
succession. Picton took part in the fighting and was promoted to the rank of 
lieutenant–colonel. The next target was the Spanish colony of Trinidad. As the 
largest island in the Lesser Antilles it appeared to be a more challenging prospect 
than the smaller isles. In the event the size of the British force and the reluctance of 
the Spanish to defend the island resulted in its swift capitulation. In February 1797 
Abercromby, to the surprise of many, appointed Picton as the first British governor of 
its newly acquired colony. His ability to speak Spanish very likely helped seal his 
appointment. The new governor was given an extraordinary amount of power. He 
was urged to retain Spanish law and to apply justice according to his conscience. 
Not only was Picton the main civil authority in the new colony he was also its military 
commander.   

The situation facing the new governor was dangerous. Large numbers of French 
royalists had made their way to Trinidad in the wake of slave uprisings and Jacobin 
extremism in France’s Caribbean colonies. As governor Picton found himself almost 
immediately confronted by the possibility of both internal anarchy and the ever-
present external threat of an invasion to retake Trinidad for Spain from its 
Venezuelan colony which lay only fifteen miles away across the Gulf of Paria.  

From the very outset, Picton’s governorship was characterised by brutal discipline, a 
portion of which was directed against his own garrison. In May 1797 he approved the 
execution without a court-martial, of a Royal Artillery sergeant found guilty of raping 



a ‘free negro woman’. Three other soldiers also involved in the crime were each 
sentenced to 1,500 lashes – most likely death sentences. Maintaining discipline and 
order among his forces was a prime objective, and it was as swift as it was harsh. 
When fourteen Hanoverian soldiers serving with the garrison deserted, they were all 
executed within hours of their capture. If brutally disciplining his own forces was 
designed to suggest an even-handed approach to justice it pales in comparison to 
his treatment of the slave population on the island. When Picton was appointed 
governor, out of an island population of 17,718, there were 10,009 slaves as 
opposed to 2,151 white men and women. The remainder were people of colour and 
native Indians. Picton’s regime of terror was impartial in the sense that soldiers in his 
own garrison were among his victims. Yet the worst atrocities were inflicted on the 
island’s slaves and free coloured population. 

An ever-present fear on the island was that the slave population would rise up in 
revolt, mirroring the rebellion on the French colony of Saint Domingue in 1791. This 
was used to justify the severity of the punishments routinely handed down to those 
who broke the law. Picton prescribed during his governorship that any runaway slave 
who was recaptured was to have his or her ears cut off. In 1801, when there was an 
outbreak of suspected poisoning on a plantation north of Port of Spain a commission 
was set up to investigate the crime. A heady cocktail of superstition with more than a 
whiff of suspected witchcraft and sorcery resulted in a guilty man being hanged and 
decapitated. His remains were then burnt while his head was impaled on a spike 
near the cemetery. Over the course of Picton’s governorship there were thirty-five 
executions on the island. However, by the standard of the time this was not 
considered to be an overly excessive amount. Most of the executions occurred 
during his first year in office. It was agreed by numerous French and British settlers 
that Picton had been the ‘saviour of the colony’. In 1801 he was promoted to the rank 
of Brigadier-General and appointed the island’s civil governor. 

The new governor who wielded such absolute power over the colony undoubtedly 
took advantage of his position to avail himself of the many perquisites which his 
office presented him with. In this he was following a long- and well-established 
tradition in colonial administration where officials sought to line their own pockets 
whenever possible. ‘I am on the high road to fortune’, he wrote in a letter to a friend 
in 1801. By all accounts he was well advanced on this journey. Once the security of 
the island was ensured, the unmarried Picton appears to have embraced plantation 
society with passion and vigour. He took a free mulatto woman half his age, Rosetta 
Smith, as his mistress and moved her into government house. She bore him four 
children and shared in the many opportunities his position as governor offered for 
making money. Among these was the lucrative fuel contract to supply the Port of 
Spain garrison which he granted her. Smith was also said to share with Picton the 
profits for recapturing and selling runaway slaves who had absconded when the 
island was a Spanish colony. In 1802 Picton had amassed sufficient funds to be able 
to put down a deposit of £12,000 for the purchase of a £50,000 plantation and 113 



slaves: ‘Picton became a colonial and a slave-owner, a convert to the cause of 
property in human beings’. 

Negotiations to bring the Revolutionary War between Britain and France to an end 
were settled in 1802 by the Treaty of Amiens, under which Trinidad was confirmed 
as a British possession. In London the government decided that Picton’s powers 
were to be reduced and that the colony would henceforth be administered by three 
commissioners. Picton was to be the second commissioner with responsibility for the 
military. Within a short while tensions emerged between the demoted Picton and the 
more ‘liberally’ inclined first commissioner, Colonel William Fullerton. One of the 
central issues was that Fullerton wanted a detailed account of all criminal 
proceedings which had occurred on the island since 1797. It was a clear attempt to 
expose the brutality of Picton’s rule over the colony. Thirty-six charges were made 
against Picton comprising of torture, false imprisonment, execution without trial and 
one burning. He resigned as a commissioner in February 1803. 

Picton’s nemesis came from an unlikely quarter in the form of a thirteen-year-old 
mulatto girl named Luisa Calderón. In 1801, she was accused of being an 
accomplice in the theft of money from the house of a local merchant. While she was 
in prison Picton personally signed an order allowing torture (which was allowed 
under Spanish law, which still applied on the island) to be inflicted on her when being 
interrogated regarding her role in the crime. The nature of the torture administered to 
Calderón was that her left arm was bound at the wrist to a pulley. Her right hand was 
tied to her left ankle. (See Fig. 5) The gaoler then raised the prisoner above the 
ground and lowered her right foot on to a wooden spike known as a piquet which 
now bore her entire weight. She endured this for twenty-two minutes before fainting. 
On the following day the gaoler once again applied the torture. Unsurprisingly she 
confessed. Despite this she remained imprisoned for a further eight months without 
trial.   

                                                                               
Fig. 5 Torture being applied to Luisa Calderón on a picquet.                  Fig. 6 The Trial of T. Picton, 1806 



Such was the gravity of the charges against Picton that once back in Britain he was 
ordered to appear before a special committee of the Privy Council. Of the thirty-six 
charges which Fullerton initially drew up, only that relating to the torture of Luisa 
Calderón was brought before the court. These events, capturing popular imagination, 
were widely circulated in the press and eagerly read by the public. A veil was lifted 
on life in a distant outpost of empire, a tropical island where power was abused by a 
brutal colonial administrator. What took place in Trinidad were recounted in great 
detail by Picton’s detractors and countered by his supporters, through numerous 
publications. Picton’s trial before the Lord Chief Justice, Lord Ellenborough started in 
February 1806. The prosecution was led by the most eminent barrister of the day 
William Garrow, a future attorney-general. This stellar legal cast was fully 
supplemented by an exotic array of individuals brought over from Trinidad as 
witnesses. The lurid details pertaining to the case along with prints depicting the 
torture were voraciously consumed by a fascinated public. What the case ultimately 
hinged upon was whether Picton was acting within his rights under Spanish law, by 
allowing torture to be used on Calderón in order to secure a confession. Old Spanish 
legal documents and schedules appeared to cast doubt on this. The jury were not 
persuaded that such a law existed when Picton became governor and accordingly 
found him guilty as charged.  

The Spanish legal text which played such a central role in the trial turned out to be 
an ambiguous and problematic document. A slightly different version, examined by 
Picton’s defence team after the trial, contradicted the text presented to the court, and 
provided evidence that it had misrepresented Spanish law when Trinidad fell to the 
British. This was considered sufficient grounds for a second trial which took place in 
1808, at which Picton was largely exonerated. The view of the jury at the end of this 
trial was: ‘That by the law of Spain, torture existed in the island of Trinidad at the 
time of the cessation of the island to Great Britain: and that no malice existed in the 
mind of the defendant against Luisa Calderón independent of the illegality of the act’. 
While Picton could be satisfied with the outcome, he was still found guilty of an illegal 
act: although he had the right to allow torture to be applied in the island’s prison, as a 
British governor he should not have approved of it. The outcome was fudged and 
Picton did not receive a sentence from this verdict. Both sides could to an extent feel 
vindicated by this rather unsatisfactory outcome. Despite this the case was 
considered to be one of the most important of the time and was included in William 
Cobbett’s celebrated State Trials.    

When the second verdict was delivered, Picton had already moved on with his life. 
With the Napoleonic War (1803-15) raging in Europe, he resumed his military career 
and was to serve with great distinction in many of the campaigns of the Peninsular 
War (1808-14) until his death in 1815 at Waterloo. His service received the grateful 
thanks of the House of Commons on several occasions. In 1813 he was knighted 
and promoted to lieutenant–general. However, the legacy of the Calderón trial was 
possibly why he was not elevated to the peerage in 1814. After his famous death 



Picton’s status as a national hero was sealed and endured for the best part of two 
centuries. The villainous side of his career, while always known to historians has 
now assumed far greater prominence.  

                                                                 
Fig 7. Contemporary print of the death of General Picton                                                                  
at Waterloo on 18 June 1815 (1816). 

How should the physical memorials to Picton be treated in the wake of the BLM 
movement? Should they be removed as those to Edward Colston and Cecil Rhodes 
have and will soon be? What of his portraits? Should they be taken down from public 
display? What of those towns, streets, schools and other places which bear his 
name, should these now be changed? While there are compelling arguments to 
remove all vestiges of slavery from public view there is also a counter-argument. 
Taking down memorials removes these reminders of horrors committed in the past   
and while sanitising our history and culture, can never eradicate what occurred. 
Nothing should be air-brushed out of history. While they remain in situ or perhaps 
removed to museums, given the correct context they can serve as an enduring 
reminder of slavery and colonialism. They offer a window into the past and all its 
progress, development and horror.  But the context must be applied to the 
memorials, in the form of additional explanatory text. Both views have their 
proponents. The best that can be hoped for is through education, the raising of 
awareness that what occurred long ago, often makes for very disturbing and 
unpalatable reading. 
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