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The Resource

St Helena possesses physical remains from a unique and varied heritage. This includes:

· military defences and communication networks from the 17th century to the present;

· plantation houses and their estates;

· Napoleon’s residences;

· Georgian colonial architecture;

· a complete East India Company trading landscape;

· a distinctive vernacular building style that prevails across the whole island. 

The recent Rupert’s Valley Liberated Africans’ cemetery excavations have demonstrated the value of Saint Helena’s buried archaeological resource, and across the island other remains await discovery and exploration.

St Helena’s role in the expansion of British power and global trading links from the 17th to 20th centuries is not only represented in its terrestrial remains: it also has an important submerged maritime heritage including numerous wrecks.

One of the most unique elements of the islands historic environment is its extent, coherence and completeness. The important remains are not confined to Jamestown or other major sites, but range island-wide and form a detailed tapestry set within St Helena’s striking natural landscape.

Significance

St Helena’s significance considerably outweighs its size.  The value of buildings has long been appreciated, and some (though by no means all) were described within a 1974 report by a visiting architect (Crallan). Whilst ahead of its time, this document is now out-dated and has always been partial in terms of the number of historic structures it included.  The island has several buildings that in a UK context would achieve a grade I listing, and more than one hundred that could be listed at grade II* and II. Many of the numerous ruins and archaeological remains would be scheduled as Ancient Monuments. The density and importance of the historic fabric far exceeds many of the Britain’s most historically significant areas. If such an area were within the mainland United Kingdom, it would have been considered for World Heritage Status, and may already have achieved inscription. 

Condition

Much of the island’s historic fabric is in a poor state of repair. Despite its condition, many of the structures are still largely complete and retain a genuine historic character. Per-capita income on the island is still low and there is no grant scheme in place to assist owners of significant buildings with their proper maintenance, despite 'urgent' calls for such a scheme dating back to the 1974 Crallan report and repeated many times since.
Potential

Saint Helena’s heritage is, perhaps, its finest asset; combined with its natural environment and its geographical position, it could form a very attractive package for high-end and event-led tourism. Tourism has the potential to become the island’s prime income stream, and the focus of a sustainable future for its economy.

If properly interpreted and managed, the notable link between the everyday environment of the island and its historic fabric has the potential to forge and maintain a unique and strong local identity. This identity defines what it is to be a Saint, feeding into a sense of pride and into resources for teaching the island’s history and culture to future generations.

Much of the finance focused on Heritage Management will remain on island. It has the potential to bring skilled employment, training and a more vibrant economy to the St Helena’s public and private sectors.

The Threats

The island’s historic fabric has been in a state of gentle decline for many years, but development pressures are increasingly apparent, not least arising from the proposals to build an airport. It seems inevitable that these pressures will continue; even without an airport change will be brought about by economic imperatives, and there is an ever-increasing need for careful management of the heritage resource.  

At present, the level of understanding of the island’s historic environment, its extent and nature, is very low. It is largely unprotected by the islands planning system and remains at the mercy of uninformed judgements based on scant information and the application of increasingly large budgets in an unplanned manner.

The Future

In 2007, the Saint Helena National Trust commissioned a short study into the present state of the island’s Historic Environment; the results of this study were reported early in 2008. Following on from this report, the SHNT has begun to establish the Saint Helena Heritage Project, to equip the island with the tools and expertise necessary to understand and manage its historic environment. This project seeks

“To preserve and conserve, understand and interpret the physical heritage, both terrestrial and marine, of Saint Helena.”

It will achieve this aim through five key objectives:

1. To bring the island’s historic and archaeological fabric (terrestrial and marine) to a level of conservation, preservation and interpretation that befits its importance.
2. To support the local construction industry, to conserve the historic fabric of the island and continue Saint Helena’s vernacular architectural traditions.

3. To provide specialist conservation and management skills and secure planning and integrated policies to manage the historic environment. 
4. To build local capacity in all aspects of heritage management and conservation.
5. To establish financial mechanisms that will enable the project to be undertaken, and to maintain its benefits over the long-term.

This project is still in its infancy but it is hoped that it will attract significant funding from a variety of sources.

Saint Helena is at a crossroads. If the island faces the challenges posed by its heritage, with international support and an awareness of the responsibility that it must shoulder, it has the potential to become something remarkable. If the island and its supporters fail to meet the challenges, with some urgency, the island’s unique heritage will be irrecoverably damaged and lost to scholar, tourist and Saint alike.

History

St Helena was discovered by the Portuguese in 1502, prior to which date it has no known history of human habitation. For much of the 16th century the island remained the preserve of the Portuguese, although as early as the 1530s it had been visited by French vessels. During these early years – and indeed up to the middle of the 17th century – there was little by way of a permanent population. 

The English had become aware of the island’s existence by around 1580, and their first visit was that of Thomas Cavendish in 1588. From this point there followed a period during which ships belonging to all the major European nations competing for Asian trade called at St Helena, as well as those of lesser players such as the French and the Danes. This era of disputed possession was accompanied by vandalism and minor damage to the few buildings that were present, fuelled by both national and religious divisions. The Dutch formally annexed the island in 1633 but their ambitions for sovereignty were never realized. Instead was the English, under the auspices of the East India Company, who established a permanent settlement in 1659.

The advent of English occupation marked the beginning of the organised defence of the island. This reflected the fact that St Helena’s role in the expansion of English power and commerce in Asia during the 17th and 18th centuries was extremely significant. Given the Dutch possession of the Cape until 1795, for many years St Helena was the only victualling station available to English shipping in the South Atlantic, as well as a place where convoys could be assembled prior to their return into hostile European waters. Historical records show many hundreds of vessels visiting the island every year. 

In a sideshow to the Second Anglo-Dutch War, the island was briefly occupied by the Dutch between January and May 1673; it was then recaptured by the English and has remained in their possession ever since. From early on in the English occupation, attempts were made to fortify the island against attack. This programme was not realized quickly, and indeed St Helena’s defences continued to evolve up to the time of the Second World War. 

The key event in St Helena’s history is inevitably considered to be Napoleon’s exile there between 1815 and 1821. In addition to becoming the temporary focus of European affairs, the island also found its population doubled by the additional garrison established there during these years. Following the death of Napoleon, the population fell back to its more usual level and the island once again slipped into obscurity

In 1807 Parliament passed The Abolition of the Slave Trades Act, making it illegal for British subjects or ships to engage in slave transportation, whilst The Emancipation of Slaves Act (1833) heralded the imminent end of slavery within the empire. The Royal Navy’s West African Squadron was established on a permanent footing in 1814, its remit being to patrol the South Atlantic in search of illegal slaving operations – i.e. those of British subjects or of other nations with whom treaties had been established. Slavers found to be acting unlawfully were commandeered and brought to judgment, including before a Vice Admiralty Court on St Helena. 

The Vice Admiralty court at St Helena operated from 1840 to 1865, and during this period a very large number of slaves were brought to the island aboard captured vessels. The absolute number is unclear, but it is calculated that over 15,000 individuals were landed between 1840 and 1850 alone. A station was established in Rupert’s Valley to accommodate the freed slaves (the ‘Liberated Africans Depot’). However, significant numbers died on ship or after landing on St Helena and large cemeteries grew up in Rupert’s Valley. 

The remoteness of the island led to is use as a POW camp during the Boer War, over 4,500 prisoners being held on camps at Deadwood Plain and Broad Bottom between 1900 and 1902. 

After the decline of the Atlantic sailing routes, the island’s subsequent economic history is one of attempts to address the issue of its financial dependency. It has certainly made significant strides forward from the nadir of the 1930s, when social and economic conditions were extremely poor. Initiatives have included whaling, flax production, tourism, forestry and fishing, although only the latter has truly proved successful. The proposed airport is, in many ways, a continuation of this process.







