
EDWARD STANLEY, FOURTEENTH EARL OF DERBY, was a man of
many talents: classical scholar, great orator, wit,

landowner, patron of the turf (it was his grandfather who
founded the horse race that still bears the family title). How
can we explain the relative obscurity of such a gifted man? Jack
of all trades, master of none? Or does it stem from the fact
that although he nominally led the Conservative party for 22
years and was Prime Minister on no less than three separate
occasions, he was never able to command a House of
Commons majority? Tastes in oratory have changed since the
mid-nineteenth century, but modern readers can still savour
Stanley’s wit. Towards the end of his life, when he was suffer-
ing acutely from gout, he received from an enterprising wine
merchant a sample of port which was claimed to be ‘good for
the gout’. Derby (as he then was) acknowledged receipt of the
sample as follows: ‘I have tasted your wine. I prefer the gout.’

The making of a dilatory character
Edward Stanley was born into one of the oldest and most
famous aristocratic families in the kingdom. The Derby earl-
dom went back to 1485 and the Battle of Bosworth, when the
Stanley family turned the tide of the battle by deserting
Richard III to join Henry Tudor. But the family’s fortunes went
back long before that. By the nineteenth century they had built
up enormous estates in the north of England, mostly in
Lancashire. It was at their magnificent country seat at
Knowsley, just outside Liverpool, that the future Prime
Minister was born in March 1799. Educated at Eton and Christ
Church, Oxford, the young Edward Stanley found himself
returned to Parliament for a rotten borough at the age of 21.
The Stanleys traditionally were Whigs, so the young MP sat on
the opposition benches. Considering his great talents, he took
a very long time to make his mark upon the House. It was not
until four years after his election that he made his maiden
speech - on the subject of gas street lighting for Manchester!
But however obscure the topic for debate, young Stanley
made a good impression. Thereafter he spoke frequently,
quickly establishing the reputation of being one of the finest
parliamentary orators of his day. But his character was rather
dilatory. When people praised him, or he felt he was good at
something, he threw himself into it with great gusto - until
something else came along to attract his interest. He was
essentially an amateur in politics, there not because he needed
the publicity or because he felt strongly moved to participate
in the nation’s affairs, but because it interested or amused him
to do so, at least for part of the time. In debate he could be
brilliant, and brutal. But it was the fight which interested him
rather than the issue (except in the case of parliamentary
reform, which he supported passionately). Perhaps it was this
which prompted Disraeli many years later to describe him as
‘The Prince Rupert of parliamentary discussion: his charge is
resistless, but when he returns from the pursuit he always
finds his camp in the possession of the enemy’.

Office followed by the ‘Derby Dilly’
When Grey and the Whigs came to power in 1830 Stanley
was given the important post of Chief Secretary for Ireland.

In the debate over the 1832 Reform Bill he showed his Prince
Rupert style, delighting his supporters in the House. It helped
earn him promotion to Colonial Secretary. But by 1834 he
was out of sympathy with the government’s reform pro-
gramme and resigned both from government and party. For
the next seven years he led his own little group in the
Commons - generally known as the ‘Derby Dilly’ - which hov-
ered somewhere between Whigs and Tories, although inclin-
ing increasingly towards the latter. When Peel formed his
great ministry, in 1841, Stanley took office as Colonial
Secretary, thus gaining the distinction of holding the same
office at different times in governments of both parties.
When Peel announced his conversion to Free Trade in 1846
Stanley became a leader of the anti-Peel Conservative faction.
This was partly because, as a landed grandee, he naturally
favoured measures to protect the landed interest; but also
partly because he disliked knuckling under to an increasingly
autocratic leader. Breaking with Peel first brought Stanley
into close contact with that bizarre figure Benjamin Disraeli,
who was to be his stalwart lieutenant for over two decades.
Stanley’s father died in 1851. He went to the Lords as four-
teenth Earl of Derby, and within months found himself Prime
Minister. 

Prime Minister
Lord John Russell’s Whig government was brought down by a
combination of Conservatives and followers of Palmerston,
and the Queen sent for Derby as leader of the second largest
group in the Commons. So for ten months Derby was leader
of a weak minority government which has gone down in his-
tory as the ‘Who? Who?’ ministry. Because most of the lead-
ing Conservatives had followed Peel into opposition, Derby’s
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Byways in History

EdwarEdward Stanled Stanleyy,, Earl of DerbEarl of Derbyy
John Garland describes a gifted and colourful character during a time of political transition

Portrait of the young Queen Victoria. On three separate occasions 
she asked Edward Stanley to form a government. He accepted

each time but with increased reluctance



pool of talent was a small one. And as the names of his minis-
ters were being announced in the House of Lords the aged
and very deaf Duke of Wellington was heard to mutter, not
very quietly, ‘Who? Who?’ as he failed to recognise those
appointed. Derby treated this with good humour. But when
he was quizzed at dinner by an opinionated marchioness, he
was not so patient. ‘Come now, Lord Derby,’ she said, ‘who
are all these people you have got around you? Who are so-
and-so and so-and-so? Is he a real man or only a puppet?’ ‘As
to whether he is a real man or not,’ Lord Derby replied, ‘I can
only assure your ladyship that he has had three wives. The
marchioness did not stay to hear the rest! Neither did Derby’s
ministry stay for very long. When Disraeli tried to introduce
his first Budget it was defeated and the government resigned.

The place of Toxophilite and politics
It was to be six years before Derby became Premier for the
second time, again under peculiar circumstances and again
without a Commons majority. Palmerston fell from power in
1858 when his bill to prevent conspiracies (prompted by the
Orsini plot to murder Napoleon III) failed to win Commons
support, so the Queen again sent for Derby. This time he was
not at all pleased to be summoned. His interest in politics was
waning. He was working on a blank verse translation of
Homer’s Iliad. And he was much occupied with one of his
horses, Toxophilite, which he felt sure was going to achieve
his long-held ambition of winning the Derby. But the Queen’s
government must continue, so reluctantly he accepted office.

This ministry lasted 15 months and had some notable
achievements, including an act allowing Jews to sit in the
Commons. But Toxophilite was pipped at the post in the
Derby and, in May 1859, when trying to introduce a mild
measure of parliamentary reform, the government was
defeated and Derby resigned.

His third and final ministry began in 1866 after Russell’s
government fell over Gladstone’s proposals for parliamen-
tary reform. By now Derby was ailing, and he left more and
more responsibility for policy in the hands of Disraeli. It was
Disraeli who, largely single-handed, drew up the terms of the
1867 Reform Bill. But it was perhaps appropriate that
Derby’s career should end with a measure of parliamentary
reform. Whatever his own feelings might have been about
Disraeli’s proposals he loyally supported them in Cabinet
and in the Lords, though confessing in a speech that the gov-
ernment was taking ‘a leap in the dark’. His old taste for
party conflict hadn’t quite left him either, for he gleefully
announced to colleagues in private that ‘we have dished the
Whigs’. Shortly afterwards his health gave way and he
resigned the premiership to Disraeli. Although in poor
health he summoned the strength to return to the Lords in
1869 to attack Gladstone’s proposals for the Irish Church,
displaying in the process signs of his old fire and force. Many
old Parliamentarians watching the performance must have
realised it was his last, and wondered just what this gifted
gadfly might have achieved if he had dedicated himself wholly
to politics. He died in October 1869 and was buried, as he
had wished, in the little village church at Knowsley.
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www.history-ontheweb.co.uk - its farther expansion and development
To enable the marked development of the site over the next 18 months, the site was migrated 
to a new ISP over Christmas/New Year. A number of problems ensued: nearly all are resolved 

and we heard from only one Licence holder that was inconvienced. Thank you for your forbearance.
Gain a new Licence/new access by 28 May to benefit from our mailing-sheet offer and have all in place before September

The Derby Cabinet of 1867, painted by Henry Gales.Those present include Gathorne Gathorne-Hardy, John Pakington and Benjamin Disraeli


