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ABSTRACT 

The Fourth Party developed after the defeat of the 

British Conservative Party in the General Election of 

1880. Four men united to rally the Conservatives in 

Parliament and to present an active opposition to the 

Liberals. Soon their attention was turned to their own 

party and the newly enfranchised voters from the Reform 

Bill of 1867. 

This dissertation appears to be the first detailed 

study of the Fourth Party in almost one hundred years. 

The Fourth Party is viewed as part of the evolution of the 

Conservative Party into a modern political movement. The 

pressures of a more democratic political system forced 

changes in the type of leadership demanded by the new 

voters, in how political figures appealed to the 

electorate, and in how the parties would involve the 

voters in the electoral process. The Fourth Party 

initiated new ways to involve the Conservative rank and 

file in the service of the party and to attract new 

supporters. The Conservative leadership was forced to 

review the organization of the party and to find effective 

ways to deal with the members of the Fourth Party, 



CHAPTER I 

THE REASON WHY 

Few human organizations resist change more adamantly 

than a conservative political party. Rapid change in such 

an organization usually occurs only after political 

disaster. The General Election of 1880 qualifies as such 

a disaster for the British Conservative Party. Losing one 

hundred eight seats, the Conservatives transformed a 

majority of fifty in the House of Commons into a deficit 

of one hundred six members when compared to the victorious 

Liberal Party. 

The Conservatives who returned to the House of 

Commons at the opening of Parliament on April 29, 1880, 

were disillusioned, unhappy, and angry. The Conservative 

Party had not suffered such defeat in more than a 

generation. When the Potato Famine struck Ireland in the 

last half of the 1840s, the Conservatives verged on self 

destruction and earned the title of "the stupid party." 

The Great Depression of the 1870s brought defeat to the 

Conservative Party. Whether the party could survive 

another crushing defeat remained to be seen. 

Four men joined together to bring sweeping changes to 

the Conservative Party. Sir Henry Drummond Wolff, John 

Eldon Gorst, Randolph Spencer Churchill, and Arthur James 

Balfour became known as the Fourth Party. One of the four 



would become one of the finest platform speakers and 

parliamentary debaters ever produced by the Conservatives. 

One of them would become a Conservative Prime Minister of 

Great Britain. 

The Fourth Party banded together to attack, delay, 

and frustrate the plans and objectives of the Liberal 

Party. In so doing, the Fourth Party reinvigorated the 

Conservatives in Parliament. A more aggressive and 

vigorous opposition was presented to the Liberal Ministry. 

Soon, however, the Fourth Party expanded its operations to 

reorganize and reorient the Conservative Party. The 

Fourth Party widened the Conservative base by increasing 

its appeal to working class and lower middle class voters. 

The Reform Bill of 1832 and the Second Reform Bill of 

1867 greatly increased the number of voters in Great 

Britain. The traditional sources of Conservative support 

in the counties and boroughs were slowly losing ground to 

the influx of new voters. The Fourth Party created a 

social/political organization, the Primrose League, where 

all levels of society could mingle. Women and children 

could also become involved in its many programs. 

Encouraging the active participation of women, the 

Primrose League even crossed the gender gap in British 

Conservative politics. 

The flamboyant style of the Fourth Party appealed to 

many of the newly enfranchised voters among the laboring 



classes. The same flamboyance ensured that the speeches 

of its members would receive newspaper coverage. The 

Fourth Party attempted to monopolize and manipulate the 

press. In an attempt to popularize its ideas, it produced 

articles for magazines and periodicals and initiated 

national and regional speaking tours. 

The Fourth Party attempted to make the Conservative 

leadership more responsive to the local party members. 

Churchill, Gorst, and Wolff tried to turn the local 

Conservative Associations into a body that could forge the 

policy of the Conservative Party. Although that attempt 

failed, it forced the Conservative leadership to recognize 

the importance of the Conservative Associations, the 

unrest in many of those bodies, and the need to control 

their agendas. Party organization was, to some extent, 

reshaped. Thus, even in failure, the Fourth Party brought 

a closer relationship between the Conservative 

Associations and the leadership of the Conservative Party. 

The Fourth Party played a strong role in reshaping 

the Conservative leadership. Undermining the power and 

position of Sir Stafford Northcote, the leader of the 

Conservative Party in the House of Commons, the Fourth 

Party helped to curtail his political career. That career 

might have led Northcote to form a Conservative 

Government. Even Queen Victoria assumed, after the death 

of Disraeli, that when the Conservative Party came once 



again into power. Sir Stafford Northcote would be called 

upon to lead the new ministry. But the members of the 

Fourth Party did not find Northcote's leadership 

sufficiently dynamic to suit them. Fourth Party 

opposition to Northcote was so effective that when the 

Conservatives once more came into power. Queen Victoria 

did not call upon Northcote to form a government. Yet 

every member of the Fourth Party was offered a position in 

the new government. 

The men who created the Fourth Party have presented 

some problems for historians. Most of the members of the 

Fourth Party ignored or dodged or excused their years of 

association in their later lives. For instance. Sir John 

Eldon Gorst produced two books dealing with his life but 

neither one discussed the Fourth Party. They centered on 

his years in New Zealand before his political aspirations 

and then on his later years when he returned to New 

Zealand. He also wrote a manual advising party procedure 

for parliamentary elections following the passage of the 

Corrupt Practices Act in 1883. 

Harold Gorst, the son of Sir John, published a work 

entitled The Fourth Party in 1906. The younger Gorst 

relied on interviews with his father and the few documents 

and letters that Sir John had preserved. Sir John was 

noted for his habit of burning his correspondence. Harold 

Gorst was fortunate enough to benefit from the 



correspondence and advice of Sir Henry Drummond Wolff. 

However, on at least one occasion, Wolff protested quite 

forcefully to some of the conclusions drawn by Mr. Gorst. 

The correspondence over the disagreement formed the 

Appendix to The Fourth Party. The first volume of Winston 

Churchill's biography of his father, Lord Randolph 

Churchill, was also an important source for Gorst's book. 

But The Fourth Party has been the only book written solely 

about this band of free lances. 

Lord Randolph Churchill never produced an 

autobiography. He did produce a short account of certain 

events that occurred during 1884-85. Some biographies of 

Lord Randolph appeared during his lifetime and immediately 

after his death in 1895, but these were hardly extensive 

or impartial. Lord Randolph did leave behind masses of 

correspondence. He seems to have kept almost every letter 

sent to him in a letter-writing age and often to have kept 

copies of letters he sent. Most of his letters were given 

to Cambridge and may be found in the Manuscripts Room of 

the University Library. Microfilmed copies may be found 

at the Churchill Center at Cambridge. 

In 1906, two biographies of Lord Randolph appeared: 

Winston Churchill's two-volume biography was published as 

well as Lord Rosebery's much shorter biography. Lord 

Rosebery was a personal friend and political opponent of 

Lord Randolph. His biography was more of a personal 



recollection of Churchill. However, Sir Winston produced, 

based on family papers and the papers of and interviews 

with the leading politicians of Lord Randolph's period, 

what he modestly called "an authoritative account" of his 

father's life. The work remains arguably the best 

biography of Lord Randolph Churchill. However, the 

biography was not an authoritative account of the effect 

of popular politics and the Fourth Party on Conservative 

organization. 

Sir Henry Drummond Wolff, a man fascinated with 

eastern Europe and the Near East, wrote a two-volume 

autobiography that was published in 1908. Wolff was famed 

for his story-telling abilities and his love of a joke. 

Yet the section on the Fourth Party in his autobiography 

was very brief with quite a few gaps. His tone seemed 

almost apologetic. His papers disappeared after his death 

and have yet to be found. Only the letters he sent to 

others and those he shared with Harold Gorst and Winston 

Churchill are left. 

Much of Arthur Balfour's correspondence has been 

preserved in the Manuscript Room of the British Library 

and with the correspondence of Robert Cecil, Third 

Marquess of Salisbury, at Hatfield House, Hertfordshire. 

Balfour, too, was a frequent writer. He often acted as 

the eyes and ears of his uncle. Lord Salisbury. He had a 

keen mind and an eye for an advantage. His autobiography 



attempted to distance himself from the Fourth Party. 

However, other sources revealed how emotionally involved 

he was with the group, which was very unusual for a person 

of his nature. His duties to his family often placed him 

in awkward positions in relation to the antics of the 

Fourth Party. At one time, Balfour denied being a serious 

member of the Fourth Party. Unfortunately for him. Sir 

Henry Drummond Wolff had kept some of Balfour's 

correspondence that refuted that position. However, 

Balfour's autobiography did provide some insights on the 

Fourth Party in general and on Lord Randolph Churchill in 

particular. 

Modern historians who were active in the area of the 

Fourth Party included Robert Rhode James whose Lord 

Randolph Churchill was published in 1959, R. F. Foster 

whose somewhat biting but thorough and scholarly work. 

Lord Randolph Churchill: A Political Life, was published 

in 1981, and R. E. Quinault who wrote articles on Randolph 

Churchill and the Fourth Party . Both biographies were, 

of course, centered on Churchill. Although both 

biographies discussed the Fourth Party, only Foster's 

attempted to place the Fourth Party within the context of 

the struggle for Conservative leadership and reform. 

Quinault's articles appeared in the mid- and late 1970s. 

But his articles discussed piecemeal only a few aspects of 

the Fourth Party and not in the broader context of the 



changes forced upon the Conservatives. As interesting as 

his articles are, they do not go far enough in researching 

the effect the Fourth Party had on popular Conservative 

politics. 

Other historians tie the Fourth Party into their 

topics only incidentally. Janet Henderson Robb's The 

Primrose League, first published in 1942, and, more 

recently, Martin Pugh's excellent The Tories and the 

People, published in 1985, could spend little time on the 

origins of the Primrose League and the politics behind its 

creation. Many other excellent histories on the 

development of popular politics cannot investigate very 

thoroughly the role of the Fourth Party in parliamentary 

and popular politics. Robert McKenzie touched upon the 

role of the Fourth Party and its effect on the 

Conservative power base in his book, British Political 

Parties: The Distribution of Power within the 

Conservative and Labour Parties, published in 1963. The 

impact of the growing political power of labor on the 

Conservative Party was discussed in his collaborative work 

with Allan Shiver, Angels in Marble: Working Class 

Conservatives in Urban England, which came out in 1968. 

Although they discussed the Fourth Party and the Primrose 

League, those issues and the political struggles leading 

to and from those issues deserve more detail. 

8 



Other historians have discussed the broader picture 

of British Conservative politics during the period of the 

Fourth Party, but have recognized the period as of vital 

importance to the development of the modern Conservative 

Party. Robert Rhodes James entitled his 1976 book The 

British Revolution: British Politics 1880-1939. A more 

recent work, The Crisis in Conservatism: The Politics. 

Economics and Ideology of the British Conservative Party. 

1880-1914, by E. H. H. Green, was published in 1995. Yet 

not too much time could be devoted to the Fourth Party in 

either work. 

Still other historians have created far more detailed 

histories of certain areas spanned by the Fourth Party. 

Trevor Lloyd produced an excellent work entitled The 

General Election of 1880. published in 1968. The Politics 

of Reform 1884. written by Andrew Jones and published in 

1972, covered in far more detail certain aspects of the 

period as did the book by Lloyd. However, they did not 

view their writings within the framework of the 

machinations of the Fourth Party. 

The purpose of this paper is to re-examine the Fourth 

Party and its role in creating the modern Conservative 

Party with a mass appeal both nationally and within its 

organization. The second chapter covers Disraeli's 

ministry from 1874-1880 and discusses the legislative 

successes of that ministry as well as some successes and 



defeats in foreign policy, culminating in the fall of the 

Conservatives from power. The third chapter traces the 

formation and rise of the Fourth Party into an instrument 

to arouse the Conservatives and demoralize the Liberals. 

In chapter four, the Fourth Party's growing 

dissatisfaction with Northcote's leadership is discussed. 

The chapter also covers some policy quarrels among the 

members of the Fourth Party. But the death of Disraeli 

leads to a struggle for a leader to replace him. The 

fifth chapter discusses two bodies in the organization of 

the Conservative Party; the National Union of Conservative 

and Constitutional Associations and the Central Committee. 

The chapter notes, as well, the growing popularity of Lord 

Randolph Churchill and the power this popularity gave him 

within the party. The creation of the Primrose League and 

the attempts of the Fourth Party to dominate the National 

Union are central to the sixth chapter. The final chapter 

evaluates the effect the Fourth Party had on evolution of 

the Conservative Party into a modern popular political 

party. 

10 



CHAPTER II 

ASHES, ASHES, ALL FALL DOWN 

Benjamin Disraeli, Earl of Beaconsfield. Prime 

Minister of Great Britain, and favorite of Queen Victoria, 

announced on March 8, 1880, that Parliament would dissolve 

on March 24. A general election would soon follow. 

Disraeli expected the election to return him to office but 

the General Election of 1880 brought to an end his 

leadership of Her Majesty's government. Never again would 

he assume the office of Prime Minister. The Conservative 

government that had assumed power so confidently in 1874 

ended in the election that gave the Conservative Party its 

greatest defeat since 1832. Something had gone terribly 

wrong. 

At the opening of Parliament in 1874, the 

Conservatives began the session with 352 supporters taking 

their seats. ̂  With a majority of fifty-two over the 

Liberals and Irish Home Rulers combined, the Conservative 

leadership could expect to pass programs without fear of 

failure in the coming sessions of Parliament. As if to 

emphasize the enormity of the Conservative victory, W. E. 

Gladstone resigned not only as Prime Minister, but also as 

leader of the Liberal Party. A letter from a member of 

^Trevor Lloyd, The General Election of 1880 (Oxford 
Oxford University Press, 1968), 5. 
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Gladstone's Cabinet to a family member records the 

surprise of the Cabinet: 

Feb. 17, 1874 . . . We resolved after full 
discussion of pros and cons, and some slight 
difference of opinion, to resign at once. After 
which came the startling announcement that Gladstone 
would no longer retain the leadership of the liberal 
party, nor resume it, unless the party had settled 
its differences. He will not expose himself to the 
insults and outrages of 1866-1868, and he has a keen 
sense of the disloyalty of the party during the last 
three years. He will sit as a private member and 
occasionally speak for himself, but he will not 
attend the House regularly, nor assume any one of the 
functions of leader.^ 

So confident were the Conservatives of their ability 

to manage Parliament, that on August 12, 1876, Disraeli 

became the Earl of Beaconsfield, leaving the House of 

Commons. Sir Stafford Northcote, Chancellor of the 

Exchequer, replaced Disraeli as the leader of the 

Conservatives in the House of Commons. Disraeli, of 

course, would lead the Conservatives in the House of Lords 

and the party. 

The Disraeli government introduced and supervised the 

passage of some solid social legislation, especially 

during the years of 1874 through 1876. Sir Stafford 

Northcote in 1874 reduced the income tax by a penny. 

0 

'John Morley, The Life of William Ewart Gladstone, vol. 
2 (London: Macmillan and Co., Limited, 1911), 105. See 
also H. C. G. Matthew, Gladstone: 1809-1874 (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1988), 226. 
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abolished the duties on sugar^ and provided £1.25 million 

yearly in local relief for police services and the care of 

the mentally disabled.^ 

R. A. Cross, the Home Secretary, introduced the 

Factory Act of 1874. The act reduced the work week of 

women and children employed in the textile industry to 56i 

hours. The practical effect of the act was to lower the 

number of hours worked in a week for men as well. The 

ages for the half-time and full-time employment of 

children were raised to ten and fourteen, respectively.^ 

The year of 1875 has been called "an annus mirabilis 

of Conservative social reform . . . at least in terms of 

legislation added to the statute book."" Cross continued 

to introduce labor legislation with the Employers and 

Workmen's Act and the Conspiracy Act. The Employers and 

Workmen's Act removed breaches of contract by employees 

from criminal prosecution with a few exceptions. 

Employees now joined employers in civil liability for 

breaches of contract. "The Bill, in short, had the effect 

^Robert Blake, Disraeli (New York: St. Martin's Press, 
1967), 549. 

P̂aul Smith, Disraeli an Conservatism and Social Reform 
(London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1967), 207. 

^Ibid. , 214. 

^John Vincent, "Was Disraeli a Failure?" History Today 
31 (October 1981): 7. 
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of legally giving the worker the right to strike."^ The 

Conspiracy Act of 1875 excluded trade unions from the laws 

dealing with conspiracy as long as the acts in which the 

trade unions engaged were not in themselves criminal.^ 

The Conservatives passed legislation in the areas of 

public health and safety. The Public Health Act of 1875 

consolidated earlier health acts. The act made no drastic 

changes to the law. "Nevertheless, its clear drafting and 

its comprehensiveness were sufficient to make the 1875 act 

the basis of the public health service for the next forty 

years."^ In addition, the Sale of Food and Drugs Bill 

passed in 1875 prohibited the adulteration of food and 

drugs. This bill "was the first really comprehensive 

measure on its subject and remained the principal statute 

till 1928."^° 

Another milestone in social legislation occurred in 

1875 with the passage of the Artisans Dwellings Act. The 

act allowed local governments in eighty-seven major cities 

to purchase substandard housing and lease or sell the land 

^William J. Wilkinson, "Tory Democracy" (Ph.D. diss., 
Columbia University, 1925), 174. 

0 

"Smith, Disraellan Conservatism, 216. 

L̂. C. B. Seaman, Victorian England: Aspects of English 
and Imperial History. 1837-1901 (London: Routledge, 1990), 
172. 

^̂ R. C. K. Ensor, England 1870-1914 (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1968), 35. 
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to private entities to build working-class housing. The 

Public Works Loan Commissioners would provide favorable 

loans. 

It was the first major attempt to tackle the problem 
of working-class housing in the great towns. It 
focused public attention on the question, and it 
asserted the principle that in the last resort the 
right of property must give way before the need of 
social improvement. By providing for cheap loans it 
even embodied a form of government subsidy for 
housing schemes.'' 

A Friendly Societies Bill was passed in 1875. 

Working class membership in the friendly societies 

numbered in the millions. These societies were 

established to provide basic insurance for their 

membership. Originally formed to provide burial 

insurance, the societies increased their activities to 

encompass medical treatment, distress loans, sick and 

unemployment pay, and pensions for widows and orphans. ̂^ 

The goal of the Friendly Societies Bill "was to subject 

the Friendly Societies to just enough control to enable 

the general public to judge their soundness, without 

involving the Government directly in their operations."'^ 

^^Smith, Disraelian Conservatism, 222-223. 

19 

'E. P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working 
Class (New York: Vintage Books, 1963), 419-423 and Seaman, 
Victorian England. 97-98. 

n E. J. Feuchtwanger, Disraeli. Democracy and the Tory 
Party: Conservative Leadership After the Second Reform Bill 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1968), 32. 
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The Government passed a Merchant Shipping Bill in 

1876 after much controversy. The bill allowed inspection 

of a ship after a request by at least twenty-five percent 

of a ship's crew. The goal of the bill was to end the use 

of unseaworthy vessels and ships loaded with too much 

cargo. An amendment prevented the loading of timber on 

the deck of a ship during the winter when seas were 

rougher.'^ 

The social legislation passed by the Disraeli 

government between 1874 and 1876 was impressive and 

weighty. Yet the reforms have not escaped criticism. 

Clyde Lewis maintained that "Measured in terms of 

legislation, the program was certainly imposing, but 

Disraeli's mild collectivism stopped far short of 

enthusiasm for a new Utopia." Lewis insisted that the 

legislation "was only part of a practical policy, designed 

to satisfy the masses, turn their attention away from 

constitutional innovations, and enlist their loyalties for 

the Conservative party." 

John Vincent noted that "little enough of what was 

passed . . . made any practical difference." 

Some of the legislation was simply a matter of 
consolidating existing laws, as with the Public 

^^Smith, Disrael ian Conservatism, 236-241. 

^^Clyde J. Lewis, "Theory and Expediency in the Policy 
of Disraeli," Victorian Studies 4 (March 1961): 255-256. 
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Health Act. Most of it was permissive, leaving it to 
local authorities to choose whether to take any 
action. Very little of it involved the spending of 
Exchequer funds. The legislation of the 1870s was 
not a move towards a collectivist state, though it 
was to some extent a move in the direction of 
collectivist local government.^" 

Robert Blake reached a similar conclusion at a much 

earlier date. He recognized that the legislation "taken 

together constitute the biggest instalment of social 

reform passed by any one government in the nineteenth 

century." Lord Blake, however, warned against reading too 

much into the legislation passed by the Conservatives. 

But it is wrong to present their legislation as if it 
marked a substantial shift from laissez faire to 
state intervention. On the contrary Cross and other 
spokesmen were at pains to disavow anything that 
savoured even remotely of collectivism, except in the 
case of the Factory Acts and health legislation which 
were recognized by both parties to involve special 
considerations. In other spheres one is struck by 
the cautious attitude behind the Conservative social 
reforms. Disraeli made a positive virtue of 
permissive as opposed to compulsory legislation.'' 

Paul Smith also observed this reluctance to use 

compulsion. He noted that the legislation of 1874-1876 

necessarily interfered with British social and economic 

life although the legislation did not widen the area of 

governmental interference but increased its degree. He 

stated that some of the measures were inadequate "to 

16 Vincent, "Was Disraeli a Failure?" 7-8. 

^^Blake, Disraeli . 553-554. 
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subdue the problems with which they were concerned, even 

if some of their deficiencies can be excused on the ground 

that public opinion in the mid-'seventies would take 

nothing stronger." He concluded that "So reluctant was 

the government to interfere forcefully in economic and 

social affairs that it did not always exert itself to make 

its own legislation effective. "̂^ 

In the area of foreign affairs, the Disraeli 

government enjoyed some remarkable victories and suffered 

some terrible defeats. In 1875, the profligate Khedive of 

Egypt was forced to sell his shares in the Suez Canal. In 

a daring, and quite possibly unconstitutional move, 

Disraeli purchased the shares. England acquired interest 

in a route that saved over 3,000 miles in a voyage to 

England's Indian and Asian colonies. 

In the summer of 1875, the Ottoman Empire was shaken 

when the Christian Serbs of Herzegovina revolted. The 

revolt spread all over Bosnia. By May of 1876 Bulgaria 

was inflamed. 

For decades, the policy of the British government 

required Britain to prop up the "Sick Old Man of Europe." 

Supporting Turkey denied the Russians easy access to the 

Mediterranean and kept the Austrians from annexing more of 

Eastern Europe. But on June 23 an article in the Dai ly 

^^Smith, Disraelian Conservatism. 259-260 
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News accused the irregular troops used by the Turkish 

government of committing atrocities in Bulgaria. The 

article stated that some Bulgarian sources estimated as 

many as 30,000 civilian casualties from Turkish forces. 

Questioned about the article in the House of Commons on 

June 26, Disraeli "drew a picture of Turkish settlers 

attacked by foreigners and strangers who then had to 

defend themselves—sometimes ferociously."^^ 

Disraeli and Lord Derby, the Foreign Secretary, were 

handicapped by a lack of current and accurate information 

concerning the state of affairs in Turkey. Sir Henry 

Elliot, the British Ambassador to the Ottoman Empire, was 

strongly pro-Turkish. Hampered by i11 health, by his own 

prejudices, and by the shortage of British consuls due to 

an economy measure of the previous Liberal government, 

Elliot had great difficulty in supplying the necessary 

information. Disraeli, feeling his way blindly through 

the House of Commons, stepped on a Turkish mine. 

Questioned on July 10 by W. E. Forster concerning the 

Bulgarian atrocities and reports of "a very large number 

of Bulgarians" suffering torture in prison and "a large 

number of Bulgarian girls" being sold into slavery, 

Disraeli defended the position of his government. 

"Richard Millman, Britain and the Eastern Question 
1875-1878 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1979), 131. 
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Mr. Speaker, no reply has been received to the 
inquiry made by my noble Friend the Secretary of 
State for Foreign Affairs on the subject referred to 
by the right hon. Gentleman. But it would be 
impossible that a reply could be received by this 
time. . . . With respect to the reports of the 
terrible atrocities to which the right hon. Gentleman 
has referred . . . when we are thoroughly informed of 
what has occurred it will be found that the 
statements are scarcely warranted. The House must 
recollect that we are in constant communication with 
our Ambassador at Constantinople. Every day we hear 
from him. Sir Henry Elliot is not a man to be 
insensible to such terrible proceedings. . . . That 
there have been proceedings of an atrocious character 
in Bulgaria I never for a moment doubted. Wars of 
insurrection are always atrocious. These are wars 
not carried on by Regular troops-in this case not 
even by Irregular troops—but by a sort of posse 
comitatus of an armed population. . . . I cannot 
doubt that atrocities have been committed in 
Bulgaria; but that girls were sold into slavery, or 
that more than 10,000 persons have been imprisoned, I 
doubt. In fact. I doubt whether there is prison 
accommodation for so many, or that torture has been 
practised on a great scale among an Oriental people 
who seldom. I believe, resort to torture, but 
generally terminate their connection with culprits in 
a more expeditious manner. [The emphasis is mine.] 
These are circumstances which lead me to hope that in 
time we may be better informed. . . . Still, I 
cannot but cherish a hope that some of the statements 
. . . we have heard have not that foundation which 
some hon. Gentlemen believe they possess.^" 

Disraeli's reply generated much controversy. When he 

stated that the Turks "generally terminate their 

connection with culprits in a more expeditious manner," a 

laugh was heard in the House of Commons. Press and pulpit 

seized upon that single sentence to attack Disraeli and 

the Conservatives. Historians continue to debate 

^^Hansard's Parliamentary Debates. 3d ser., vol. 230 
(1876), cols. 1180-1182. 

20 



Disraeli's meaning and intention in that one sentence. 

Monypenny and Buckle railed against the "unscrupulous use 

. . . of this incident by the baser and more uncritical 

among his opponents" and referred to Disraeli as "one of 

the most humane and tender-hearted of men."^^ R. W. Seton-

Watson claimed that Disraeli spoke with a "flippant 

tone."" Lord Blake stated that Disraeli simply used "one 

of those typically orotund phrases to which he had 

latterly become addicted."^^ Richard Millman called the 

sentence "a brief burst of sarcasm, which later writers 

have seized upon, and by emphasizing out of context, have 

distorted the Prime Minister's expressed views."^ Reading 

the passage in context supports the views of Lord Blake 

and Millman. But the debate over the Bulgarian atrocities 

aroused two powerful forces: Gladstone and the British 

public. 

On July 31 Gladstone, whose attendance at the House 

of Commons had been irregular and perfunctory, rose to 

^^William Flavelle Monypenny and George Earle Buckle, 
The Life of Benjamin Disraeli Earl of Beaconsfield. vol. 4 
(1929; reprint. New York: Russell and Russell, 1968), 916. 

^̂ R. W. Seton-Watson, Disraeli. Gladstone and the 
Eastern Question: a Study in Diplomacy and Party Politics 
(1932; reprint, London: Frank Cass and Co., Ltd., 1962), 
54. Seton-Watson incorrectly cited the passage as 
appearing in vol. 231 of Hansard rather than vol. 230. 

^^Blake, Disrael i , 593. 

^^Millman, Britain and the Eastern Question. 135. 
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speak. In a two-hour speech, Gladstone attacked the 

government's policy on Turkey. But interest in Bulgaria 

seemed to be dying with the parliamentary session. 

Disraeli made his last speech in the House of Commons on 

August 11 and entered the House of Lords on August 12 as 

Lord Beaconsfield. The Conservatives hoped that the 

Bulgarian controversy would fade away during the recess. 

The British public was not ready to let the issue 

die. On August 18 Gladstone saw an article in the Daily 

News entitled "Working Men and the War in the East." 

Working class men were organizing a meeting in Hyde Park 

to attack the British government's Turkish policies. To 

Gladstone's surprise, "*the game was afoot and the 

question yet alive.'"^^ The Bulgarian Atrocities had 

struck a responsive chord with the public. "The critical 

and decisive moment in the process of his [Gladstone's] 

commitment to the agitation came when he realised that a 

stirring of truly popular moral passion was in being. "̂^ 

On September 6, Disraeli received a complimentary 

copy of Gladstone's pamphlet entitled The Bulgarian 

Horrors and the Question of the East. The original 

printing of 2,000 copies was augmented by a second 

^^Gladstone Papers, Add. MSS. 44790, fols. 112-114, 
quoted in R. T. Shannon, Gladstone and the Bulgarian 
Agitation 1876 (London: Thomas Nelson and Sons, Ltd., 
1963), 100. 

26 
Shannon, Gladstone and the Bulgarian Agitation. 101 
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printing of 22,000 copies within two days, and eventually 

a total sale of 200,000 copies was reached.^^ The 

publication of Gladstone's pamphlet signaled the start of 

a verbal duel between the two great statesmen, "Gladstone 

with his torrential flood of earnest moral indignation, 

and Disraeli with his elaborately phrased sarcasm. "̂^ 

Gladstone appeared in a series of mass meetings following 

the publication of his pamphlet. But the stakes were 

raised when, on April 24, 1877, Russia declared war on 

Turkey. 

After initial losses, the Turks managed to hold the 

Russians for a few months. 

The old anti-Russian feeling surged up; and the 
spectacle of the dreaded aggressive Power hurling its 
huge semi-barbaric hosts in vain against the gallant 
resistance of a weaker foe, who had for long been 
Britain's ally, wiped out for many the memory of the 
Bulgarian massacres." 

Public opinion edged toward a more aggressive stance 

against the Russian advance. The Russian occupation of 

Adrianople on January 20, 1878, led to the British 

government ordering the Mediterranean fleet to sail to 

Constantinople and requesting a massive infusion of cash 

^̂ Roy Jenkins, Gladstone: a Biography (New York: Random 
House, 1997), 400. 

^^Blake, Disrael i , 603. 

^^Ensor, England 1870-1914, 47. 
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for military operations. But this action caused 

dissention within the Cabinet. Lord Derby and Lord 

Carnarvon, the Colonial Secretary, fearful that such 

action would lead to war, resigned. Derby later withdrew 

his resignation when the order for the fleet to sail was 

countermanded. Carnarvon was not invited to withdraw his 

resignation. 

The Treaty of San Stefano, signed on March 3, 1878, 

created an intolerable situation for the British 

government. The specter of Russian domination in the 

Balkans with easy access to the Mediterranean created a 

crisis situation for Europe. The British called up the 

reserves and ordered Indian troops into the Mediterranean, 

causing Lord Derby to resign for the last time. Lord 

Salisbury became the Foreign Secretary. Due in large part 

to his labors, the Congress of Berlin was called in June 

of 1878. 

Lord Beaconsfield and Lord Salisbury attended the 

Congress of Berlin. Lord Salisbury took as his private 

secretary his nephew, Arthur Balfour. The Congress of 

Berlin was considered a success by the British government. 

Russian expansion and influence into Turkish territory was 

limited. Another major European power, Austria, was 

introduced into the Balkans to help curb Russian expansion 

and nationalistic movements. Britain even increased its 
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influence in the Mediterranean by the addition of Cyprus 

to its empire. Disraeli also achieved a hidden objective. 

Beaconsfield revealed to Henry Drummond Wolff that 

the British mission to the Congress of Berlin had two 

major objectives. 

Next to making a tolerable settlement for the Porte, 
our great object was to break up, and permanently 
prevent, the alliance of the three Empires, and I 
maintain there never was a general diplomatic result 
more completely effected. Of course, it does not 
appear on the protocols; it was realised by personal 
influence alone, both on Andrassy [the Austrian 
representative] and Bismarck.^^ 

The members of the Three Emperors' League were Austria, 

Germany, and Russia. The Congress of Berlin drove a wedge 

between Russia and the other two members. Germany formed 

the Dual Alliance with Austria in 1879 to protect one 

another from possible Russian aggression. The treaty 

remained in effect even after Russia requested a renewal 

of the Three Emperors' League in 1881. "The 

Dreikaiserbund [Three Emperors' League] never did recover 

from the Eastern crisis while Disraeli was in office, and 

its later revival after Gladstone put *Beaconsfieldism' 

into reverse took a different and less stable form."^^ 

^^Disraeli to Henry Drummond Wolff, 4 November 1880, 
in Monypenny and Buckle, Life of Disraeli. vol. 4, 1239 

^^Blake, Disrael i , 652. 
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London crowds cheered Disraeli and Lord Salisbury 

after their return from the Congress of Berlin. Richard 

Millman called the Congress of Berlin "a fitting climax to 

the career of the Prime Minister. "̂^ However, Lord 

Salisbury, worried at a possible backlash from the 

organized display, growled that "the wirepullers were 

making a great blunder 'and they will find it out at the 

polls. '"23 

Gladstone would have agreed with Salisbury. The 

public response to the atrocities in Bulgaria had led 

Gladstone to write his pamphlet. He stated: "From that 

time forward, till the final consummation in 1879-80, I 

made the eastern question the main business of my life."^^ 

The Liberal victory in 1880 was 

for Gladstone, the consummation of a train of 
personal actions and decisions set in motion by the 
agitation of 1876. There were accretions on the way: 
financial extravagance, Afghanistan, Zululand. But 
the atrocities and what arose directly out of them 
remained the central and decisive issue in his 
crusade against 'Beaconsfieldism'." 

3? 

'Millman, Britain and the Eastern Question. 460. 
33 

''''Lady Gwendolen Cecil, Life of Robert Marquis of 
Salisbury. Vol. II: 1868-1880 (London: Hodder and Stoughton 
Limited, 1922), 296. 

^^Morley, Life of Gladstone, vol. 2, 158. 

"shannon, Gladstone and the Bulgarian Agitation. 272. 
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Conservative foreign policy was not always 

successful. The Disraeli government suffered two 

humiliating military disasters. One occurred at 

Isandhlwana on January 22, 1879, when Zulu warriors 

destroyed a temporary base camp, killing over 1200 

soldiers. The other was the massacre of the British 

Mission at Kabul, Afghanistan, on September 3, 1879. 

These two incidents led to an increase in the commitment 

of British troops and resources overseas. 

Beaconsfield and his Cabinet found the Zulu War 

particularly irritating because the government had wanted, 

in view of conditions in Eastern Europe and Asia, to avoid 

war in South Africa. Sir Michael Hicks Beach, head of the 

Colonial Office after Carnarvon's resignation, advised Sir 

Bartle Frere, Governor of Cape Colony and High 

Commissioner for South Africa, "'. . . that by the 

exercise of prudence, and by meeting the Zulus in a spirit 

of forbearance and reasonable compromise, it will be 

possible to avert the very serious evil of a war with 

Cetywayo [the Zulu ruler].'"^^ These instructions came in 

October of 1878. 

Sir Bartle Frere believed that South Africa would 

never know peace or stability until the power of the Zulus 

had been broken. Cetywayo had agreed to arbitration in a 

^^Monypenny and Buckle, Life of Disraeli. vol. 4, 1292 
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boundary dispute. A commission agreed that most of the 

land in the dispute should be awarded to the Zulus. 

Frere, as High Commissioner, was to inform Cetywayo of the 

commission's findings and the award of disputed land. 

Instead, 

he disregarded the instructions which had been in his 
hands for some weeks, and, without reference to the 
Home Government, delivered on December 11, along with 
the award, an ultimatum which he felt sure Cetywayo 
would not accept and which would therefore involve 
immediate hostilities. He required the king, as was 
obviously proper, to make good, by fine or surrender, 
the outrages which his people had committed; but he 
went further and demanded that he should abolish the 
military system of a celibate soldiery which made the 
Zulus a terror to their neighbours, that he should 
receive back and protect the missionaries whom he had 
expelled, and that he should agree to the appointment 
of a permanent British Resident in his country. No 
answer was returned within the stipulated time, and 
early in January, 1879, the war began.2' 

The war began when British and native troops under 

Lord Chelmsford invaded Zulu territory. The destruction 

of Lord Chelmsford's base camp at Isandhlwana led to the 

dispatch of 10,000 English troops to South Africa. 

Disraeli received news of the disaster on February 11 and 

was badly shaken. On February 12, he wrote the following 

to Lady Selina Bradford: 

I could not write to you yesterday-and am 
equally incapable to-day. I am greatly stricken; and 
have to support others, which increases the burthen; 
almost intolerable. I know not which I dread most; 

3^Ibid., 1294. 
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the banquet to-day, or the Senate to-morrow. 
The Prince of Wales comes to me in half an hour. 

He is from Osborne; yesterday the Duke of Cambridge 
was with me. Everybody was congratulating me on 
being the most fortunate of Ministers, when there 
comes this terrible disaster!^^ 

Disraeli never forgave Lord Chelmsford, and, despite 

a successful conclusion to the Zulu War, blamed Chelmsford 

for a variety of military failures. Lord Chelmsford 

returned to England in August of 1879 to a hero's welcome. 

Disraeli refused on August 30 Queen Victoria's request 

that Chelmsford be received at Disraeli's private 

residence at Hughenden. In writing his reply to the 

Queen's request, Disraeli listed the terrible effect of 

the Zulu War on British diplomacy: 

With regard to Lord Chelmsford, Lord Beaconsfield 
feels that it would be hardly becoming, in their 
relative positions, for Lord Beaconsfield to receive 
him, except in an official interview. Lord 
Beaconsfield, by the advice he had the honor to offer 
yr. Majesty, has virtually recalled Lord Chelmsford 
from his command, and for reasons which appeared, and 
still appear, to Lord Beaconsfield to be peremptory. 

He mixes up Lord Chelmsford, in no degree, with 
the policy of the unhappily precipitated Zulu War, 
the evil consequences of which to this country have 
been incalculable. Had it not taken place, your 
Majesty would be Dictatress of Europe; the Sultan 
would be in military possession of the line of the 
Balkans; the Egyptian trouble would never have 

^^Disraeli to Lady Bradford, 12 February 1879, in The 
Letters of Disraeli to Lady Chesterfield and Lady Bradford, 
vol. 2, edited by the Marquis of Zetland (New York: D. 
Appleton and Company, 1929), 271. 
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occurred; and the Grecian question would have been 
settled in unison with our views.^^ 

Disraeli then listed the blunders that he believed Lord 

Chelmsford committed, expressing his regret that he had to 

differ with the Queen's assessment of Chelmsford's 

ability. Rarely had Beaconsfield denied his queen any 

request. 

Afghanistan, on the Northwest Frontier of India, 

posed a thorny diplomatic problem for Britain. Fearful of 

Persian or Russian conquest of Afghanistan, British 

interference in Afghan affairs led to a war in 1839 to 

place a ruler more inclined to accept British guidance on 

the throne. The British envoy to Kabul was murdered. The 

British army of 4,500, including about seven hundred 

English officers and men, forced to retreat from Kabul in 

January of 1842, suffered annihilation. Only one 

Englishman and a few Indian troops escaped. A British 

army again captured Kabul but no attempt was made to again 

establish a British puppet government and the British 

marched out of Afghanistan. 

When, in 1877, the Afghans allowed the Russians to 

establish a mission in Kabul, a similar British request 

was denied. A Russian-Afghan treaty in 1878 led the 

Viceroy of India, Lord Lytton, to demand that the Afghans 

^^Monypenny and Buckle, Life of Disraeli, vol. 4, 1331 
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receive a British envoy. His demand refused, Lytton, 

against Disraeli's orders, sent on September 20, 1878, a 

small force of British officers and Indian cavalry through 

the Khyber Pass to force the Afghans to accept an envoy. 

The Afghans turned back the British at the border. The 

commander of the British mission to Kabul, General Sir 

Neville Chamberlain, reported to Lord Lytton that 

bloodshed had been averted by Major Cavagnari , the Deputy-

Commissioner of Peshawar. " . . . I believe that but for 

the decision and tact of Cavagnari at one period of the 

interview, the lives of the British officers and the 

Native following were in considerable danger."'*̂  

The failure of the mission infuriated the Prime 

Minister. In a confidential letter on September 26 to 

Lord Cranbrook, Secretary for India, Disraeli railed 

against Lytton's actions: 

He [Lytton] was told to wait until we had 
received the answer from Russia to our remonstrance. 
I was very strong on this, having good reasons for my 
opinion. He disobeyed us. I was assured by Lord 
Salisbury that, under no circumstances, was the 
Khyber Pass to be attempted. Nothing would have 
induced me to consent to such a step. He was told to 
send the Mission by Candahar. He has sent it by the 
Khyber, and received a snub, wh. [which] it may cost 
us much to wipe away. 

When V-Roys and Comms.-in-chief disobey orders, 
they ought to be sure of success in their mutiny. 

°̂Lord Roberts of Kandahar, Forty-One Years in India 
from Subaltern to Commander-in-Chief, vol. 2 (New York: 
Longmans, Green and Company, 1900), note on p. 116. 
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Lytton, by disobeying orders, has only secured insult 
and failure. 

What course we ought, now, to take is a grave 
affai r.^ 

Disraeli tried to negotiate a settlement to the 

problem in Afghanistan. Lytton still bore the brunt of 

Disraeli's anger. In a letter to Lady Bradford, Disraeli 

grumbled: 

This critical state of affairs need not have happened 
and would not have, if my order had not been 
disobeyed. This makes it more grievous. I wrote to 
you a month ago I should think, that I hoped that I 
had settled the Afghan business; but alas! I did not 
reckon on distant and headstrong counsels.^^ 

With the failure of negotiations, British troops 

under Lord Roberts invaded Afghanistan on November 21, 

1878. Suffering relatively light casualties, the British 

quickly defeated the Afghan forces. The Treaty of 

Gandamuk, signed May 26, 1879, gave the British all they 

desired including permission to place an envoy in Kabul. 

In July, Major Pierre Louis Napoleon Cavagnari, who had 

negotiated the treaty, was dispatched to Kabul as the 

British Resident. 

The massacre of Cavagnari and his staff on September 

3 led to the return of Lord Roberts and his troops to 

Monypenny and Buckle, Life of Disraeli. vol. 4, 1254 

^^Disraeli to Lady Bradford, 10 October 1878, in 
Zetland, Letters of Disraeli. 250. 
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Afghanistan. The British controlled Kabul by the end of 

December. Roberts arrested reputed leaders of the 

massacre and hanged them. British forces were withdrawn 

from Afghanistan and any idea of sending another envoy to 

Kabul was abandoned. 

If British foreign affairs frustrated Disraeli, they 

rejuvenated Gladstone. In January of 1879, the Midlothian 

Liberal Association proposed that Gladstone run as a 

candidate for Midlothian in Scotland. Gladstone's reply, 

dated January 30 and addressed to John Cowan, the chairman 

of the Midlothian association, appeared as an open letter 

in the Times. Accepting the invitation, Gladstone offered 

the following explanation: 

Under anything like ordinary circumstances my 
choice would have been, after having served already 
in 11 Parliaments, either retirement or, at any rate, 
the least conspicuous and most tranquil seat which it 
might be within my option to obtain; but the 
circumstances of the present juncture are far from 
ordinary. At no period of my public life have the 
issues awaiting the judgment of the nation been of 
such profound importance. The management of finance, 
the scale of expenditure, the constantly growing 
arrears of legislation, serious as they are, only 
lead up to still greater questions. I hold before 
you, as I have held in the House of Commons, that the 
faith and honour of the country have been gravely 
compromised in the foreign policy of the Ministry; 
that by the disturbances of confidence, and lately of 
peace, which they have brought, they prolonged and 
aggravated the public distress; that they have 
augmented the power and influence of the Russian 
Empire, even while estranging the feelings of its 
population; that they have embarked the Crown and 
people in an unjust war, full of mischief, if not of 
positive danger to India; and that by their use of 
the treaty-making and war-making powers of the Crown 
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they have abridged the just rights of Parliament and 
have presented that prerogative to the nation under 
an unconstitutional aspect which tends to make it 
insecure. 

Thus the particular subjects before us, which 
separately are grave enough, all resolve themselves 
into one comprehensive question-the question whether 
this is or is not the way in which the country wishes 
to be governed.*^ 

Gladstone not only explained the reason why he accepted 

the nomination but he also served notice that British 

foreign policy would be the major issue of the next 

election. 

On November 24, Gladstone launched his first 

Midlothian campaign. Lord Dalkeith had represented 

Midlothian since 1874. The Duke of Buccleuch, the major 

landholder in the area, supported his son. Lord Dalkeith. 

The Duke also expected his tenants to support Lord 

Dalkeith. However, the Liberal canvassers believed that a 

Liberal victory was a real possibility. Lord Rosebery, 

the leading Liberal peer in the county, organized a series 

of mass meetings. Rosebery had witnessed a Democratic 

convention in New York and he "applied with notable 

success transatlantic techniques to Scottish 

electioneering."** In a "whistle-stop" campaign, Gladstone 

limes (London), 3 February 1879, p. 10, and BL Add. 
Ms. 44763, fol. 142, quoted in H. C. G. Matthew, ed.. The 
Gladstone Diaries. Volume IX: January 1875-December 1880 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986), 386. 

**Blake, Disrael i . 700. 
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listed thirty speaking engagements between November 24 and 

December 8 (sometimes speaking five times in one day), 

estimating that he spoke to 86,930 people.*^ 

Arriving in Glasgow on December 4, Gladstone faced a 

crowd estimated at 20,000 to 30,000. The Times reported: 

For a few minutes it seemed as if Mr. Gladstone and 
his friends would not be able to get out of their 
carriage; the people crushed about the door, and the 
police were unable to keep them back. Ultimately it 
was possible to get the door open and . . .Mr. and 
Mrs. and Miss Gladstone attempted to make their way 
to the carriage in waiting for them. A scene of wild 
excitement was immediately witnessed. The people 
forced the policemen from the positions they 
occupied, and the distinguished visitors were huddled 
together in the most unpleasant manner. Mr. 
Gladstone had literally to fight his way to the 
carriage, Mrs. Gladstone was not more fortunate, and 
Miss Gladstone disappeared altogether for a minute or 
two. . . . No intended breach of decorum was 
meditated, and the regrettable incidents were simply 
due to the zeal and enthusiasm of the spectators and 
the sadly defective character of the police 
arrangements.*" 

The article further stated that 50,000 requests had been 

received for the 6,000 tickets available for Gladstone's 

speech at St. Andrew's Hall. 

On December 5, Gladstone spoke at St. Andrew's Hall 

In that speech, which was fairly typical of the speeches 

delivered in the Midlothian campaign, Gladstone followed 

*̂ BL Add. Mss. 44763, fol. 164, quoted in Matthew, 
Gladstone Diaries. IX. 466. 

*^"Mr. Gladstone in Scotland," Times (London), 5 
December 1879, p. 10. 
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the agenda set out in his letter to Cowan although with 

considerably more passion: 

What is the general upshot? . . . We have 
finance in confusion, we have legislation in 
intolerable arrear, we have honour compromised by the 
breach of public law, we have distress aggravated by 
the destruction of confidence. We have Russia 
aggrandized and yet estranged. We have Turkey 
befriended, as we say, but mutilated and sinking 
every day. 

We have Europe restless and disturbed. . . . In 
Africa you have before you the memory of bloodshed, 
of military disaster, the record of 10,000 Zulus 
. . . slain for no other offence than their attempt 
to defend their hearths and homes, their wives and 
children. (Loud and prolonged cheering), [sic] You 
have the invasion of a free people in the Transvaal, 
and you have, I fear, in one quarter or another . . . 
prospects of further disturbance and shedding of 
blood. You have Afghanistan ruined. You have India, 
not advanced, but thrown back in government, 
subjected to heavy and unjust charges. . . . Such is 
the upshot of the enumeration. To call that policy 
Conservative is, in my opinion, a pure mockery and an 
abuse of terms. Whatever may be in its motives, it 
is in its result disloyal, it is in its essence 
thoroughly subversive. (Loud cheers.) . . . But I 
wish to end as I began. Is this the way, or is 
this not the way, in which the free nation inhabiting 
these islands wish to be governed? (Loud cries of 
"No.") Will the people, be it now or be it months 
hence, ratify the deeds that have been done (cries 
of "No") and assume upon themselves the tremendous 
responsibility? (Resumed cries of "No.") 

Lord Beaconsfield had, by late November, 

contemptuously dismissed Gladstone's campaign. In a 

letter dated November 28, Disraeli stated: 

*^"Great Liberal Demonstration," Times (London), 6 
December 1879, p. 10. 
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I have not read a single line of all this row, but 
Monty [Monty Corry, Disraeli's secretary] has told me 
something and has promised me to make notes, in case 
it falls to my lot to notice his wearisome rhetoric. 
What a waste of powder and shot! Because all of this 
was planned on the wild assumption that Parliament 
was going to be dissolved, whereas, as Sir George 
Bowyer [Liberal M.P.], apparently from authority, has 
just informed the world. Parliament will probably not 
be dissolved till the year after next.*® 

Lord Beaconsfield was not alone in asserting that the 

Midlothian campaign was "a waste of powder and shot." 

Blackwood's Edinburgh Magazine commented that 

A vast quantity of speeches strewn to the right and 
left on platforms and at railway stations—in fact, 
wherever a crowd could be got together—marked the 
course of Mr. Gladstone's tour; but the student in 
politics will find little that is new in any one of 
them. The extreme volubility of the last three years 
shows no signs of diminution, but is visibly 
increasing, and threatening to monopolise the 
newspapers and stifle discussion. 
. . . It is the penalty which attaches to exuberant 
verbosity like Mr. Gladstone's that half of it never 
reaches the public, and the other half is speedily 
forgotten.*^ 

The article also stated that the election would be 

dominated by the foreign policy of the last three years 

and that "the issue is between Lord Beaconsfield's 

Government and Mr. Gladstone's condemnation of it."̂ ° 

*®Disraeli to Lady Bradford, 28 November 1879, in 
Zetland, The Letters of Disraeli, vol. 2, 328. 

*^"Mr. Gladstone's Pilgrimage," Blackwood's Edinburgh 
Magazine 127 (January 1880): 124-125. 

^°Ibid., 138. 
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As late as February 14, 1880, Disraeli indicated to 

Queen Victoria that the Cabinet felt dissolution could be 

justified only by "a very critical state of affairs. "̂^ 

However, three by-elections encouraged the Conservatives. 

In December of 1879, a by-election in Sheffield, an area 

uncontested by the Conservatives in 1874, revealed strong 

Conservative support. Blackwood's Edinburgh Magazine 

interpreted the results as a backlash to Gladstone's 

attack on foreign policy, gloating that "the enormous 

addition to the Conservative vote at Sheffield shows what 

a perilous issue it is for Liberals to raise. "̂^ 

Two by-elections in February 1880 seemed to establish 

a trend. A Conservative victory in Liverpool with a 

majority of over 2,000 and an unexpectedly strong victory 

in a Southwark by-election encouraged the Conservative 

leaders.^^ The Southwark election was a stunning victory 

for the Conservatives. The winning candidate, Edward 

Clarke, described the election in the following terms: 

It was a notable victory. It was not only the 
gain of a seat. For the first time, and indeed for 
the only time in its electoral history, the borough 

^^Monypenny and Buckle, Life of Disraeli . vol. 4, 1383-
1384. 

52 "Mr. Gladstone's Pilgrimage," 138. 

^^Lloyd, The General Election of 1880, 16-17, Blake, 
Disraeli. 702-704, and Monypenny and Buckle, Life of 
Disraeli. vol. 4, 1385. 

38 



of Southwark had returned a Conservative member by a 
majority of the votes cast at the election.^* 

Confidence boosted by the by-elections, the Cabinet 

decided on March 6 to dissolve as soon as possible. The 

announcement was made on March 8 that Parliament would 

dissolve on the 24th. Beaconsfield not only took the 

Liberals by surprise but also startled his own party. 

"Disraeli's supporters were as much taken aback as the 

Opposition, and with more serious consequences; the 

Conservative party machine had become extremely rusty, 

whereas the Liberals' was in excellent working order. "̂^ 

Poor Edward Clarke, faced with the prospect and expense of 

fighting another campaign so soon after the by-election 

and burdened by personal problems (the deaths of a mother, 

a daughter, and a wife), teetered on the brink of a 

nervous breakdown. 

Gladstone returned to Scotland on the 16th of March 

for another two weeks of speeches prior to the election. 

The Conservatives entered this general election 

handicapped. The best Conservative speakers were in the 

House of Lords. Disraeli, Salisbury, and Gathorne-Hardy, 

now Earl of Cranbrook, were peers. 

*̂Sir Edward Clarke, The Story of My Life (New York: E. 
P. Dutton and Company, 1919), 163. 

^^Blake, Disrael i . 704. 
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It was taken to be a principle of Common Law, 
reinforced by a sessional order of the House of 
Commons, that they [peers] should not interfere in 
elections. There were no precedents for speeches 
being condemned as interference, but it was taken for 
granted that they did not speak."" 

Beaconsfield was limited to an open letter to the 

Lord-Lieutenant of Ireland, the Duke of Marlborough, that 

appeared on March 9. In that letter, the Prime Minister 

attempted to make Ireland and Home Rule the major issues 

of the election. But Disraeli's letter could not stem the 

growing enthusiasm for what seemed to be Gladstone's 

unanswered attack on the government. 

The economic situation of Britain added to the woes 

of the Conservatives. The nation had been in the throes 

of a depression since 1873. 

Disraeli, taking office in 1874, found himself 
inheriting a worsening economy, with declining 
revenues, nothing left to cut, and no question of 
spending anything on a social programme. By 1879 
Disraeli was facing a major economic crisis, such as 
Gladstone never had to encounter.^' 

The depression forced even wealthy Conservatives to 

practice economy. In a letter to his uncle. Lord 

Salisbury, A. J. Balfour warned that he could not bid on 

^^Lloyd, General Election of 1880. 23-24. See also 
Monypenny and Buckle, Life of Disraeli. 1386 and Blake, 
Disraeli. 709. 

^^Vincent, "Was Disraeli a Failure?" 7. 
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some land and might even be forced to sell some of his 

own, and he adds: 

I have already announced to a suffering tenantry that 
I shall reduce next years [sic] rents by 20 p.c, and 
I have got a farm thrown on my hands which it will 
require at least £6000 capital to work properly;-and 
my factor has just written to me to say that the 
weather continues so bad that potatoe [sic] disease 
has set in, that the small prospect there may ever 
have been of a harvest is rapidly disappearing, and 
that I must contemplate the possibility of more Farms 
being thrown on my hands through the bankruptcy of 
the Tenants. Under these circ. and with a general 
election approaching, in which I certainly have to 
pay largely for other peoples [sic] contests if I 
have not got to do so for my own, I think it folly to 
sink more capital in attractive sites, than I have 
already done! 58 

Disraeli acknowledged the sad state of the farmers in 

a letter to Lady Chesterfield dated March 29, 1880: 

How can there be news about the Election? Both 
sides have now placed their men and both are at the 
mercy of the Ballot, which baffles estimates. There 
can be no news now: only speculation and gossip. The 
seed is sown and we must await the harvest. I trust 
the electorate one will be better than our 
agricultural. f9 

Both harvests were a disaster for the Conservatives. 

Ironically, polling began on the first of April. By April 

2, Disraeli knew that his party had been defeated. 

^̂ A. J. Balfour to Lord Salisbury, 27 August 1879, in 
Robin Harcourt Williams, Salisbury-Balfour Correspondence 
1869-1892 (Hertfordshire: Hertfordshire Record Society, 
1988), 31. 

^^Disraeli to Lady Chesterfield, 29 March 1880, 
Zetland, Letters of Disraeli, vol. 2, 346. 

in 
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Writing to Lady Bradford, Disraeli discussed his plans fci 

the remaining days of his ministry and the reason for the 

Conservative defeat: 

I return to town tomorrow and remain there while 
the dreadful ceremonies are performed. I suppose it 
may take six weeks—six weeks as disagreeable as can 
be easily conceived. 

Never was so great a discomfiture with a cause 
so inadequate. I think, as far as I can collect, 
"hard Times" was the cry against us. The suffering 
want a change; no matter what, they are sick of 
waiting."" 

Day after day, the Conservatives received 

disappointing news. Conservative after Conservative was 

turned out of office. One hundred thirteen Conservative 

seats were lost. Modern historians modified the enormity 

of the defeat. Professor Hanham, sampling fifty-two 

constituencies in 1959, concluded that there was only a 

five percent voting shift to the Liberals in 1880.^^ 

Robert Kelley pointed out that the increase in the Liberal 

vote throughout Britain was merely one and one-half 

percent.°^ Trevor Lloyd wrote: 

^^Disraeli to Lady Bradford, 2 April 1880, in Zetland, 
Letters of Disraeli, vol. 2, 349. 

H.J. Hanham, Elections and Party Management: Politics 
in the Time of Disraeli and Gladstone (Hassocks, Sussex: 
The Harvester Press, Limited, 1978), 193. 

^^Robert Kelley, "Midlothian: A Study in Politics and 
Ideas," Victorian Studies 4 (December, 1960): 129. 
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A shift of 4,054 votes could have cost the Liberals 
all of the seventy-two marginal seats. Because of 
the shift in seats, 1880 is regarded as a landslide; 
in considering the explanations it should be 
remembered that the election was a near-run thing.^^ 

Lord Blake wrote that "All accounts agree that 

Disraeli bore the blow of defeat with an air of dignified 

Si 

imperturbability."" However he behaved in public, evidence 

from his private correspondence indicated that the 

election plunged Disraeli into self-pity and depression. 

In a series of letters to Lady Chesterfield and Lady 

Bradford dated from the fourth of April through the tenth, 

Disraeli poured out his disappointment. Writing to Lady 

Chesterfield on April 4, Disraeli described the election 

as "this battle of Armageddon where I have to receive and 

endure blow after blow." Disraeli was "about to pass 

through the most painful passage in political life, the 

transition from power to obscurity; when everybody wants 

something and few can be gratified. "°̂  

Disraeli's letter to Lady Bradford on April 8 

described "[w]inding up a Government as hard work as 

forming one." Disraeli states that this "least glorious 

^^Lloyd, The General Election of 1880. 136. 

^*Blake, Disrael i . 713. 

^^Disrael i t o Lady C h e s t e r f i e l d , 4 A p r i l 1880, i n 
Ze t land , The L e t t e r s of D i s r a e l i , v o l . 2, 350-351. 
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exercise of power" has as its only compensation that it 

"will be followed . . . by utter neglect and isolation. "̂^ 

Another letter to Lady Bradford, dated April 10, 

stated: 

My life continues the same. Discomfited, 
defeated, and, if not disgraced, prostrate, by a 
singular anomaly and irony of fate I pass my life now 
in exercising supreme power; making peers, creating 
baronets, and showering places and pensions on a 
rapacious crew.°' 

Sir Henry Drummond Wolff recorded a story about 

Disraeli during this period. 

It is said—and I believe the story to be true, though 
I cannot vouch for it—that Lord Beaconsfield went to 
stay at Hatfield during the elections [he did]. As 
these seemed to be going against the Government, one 
of Lord Salisbury's sons—I believe the present Lord 
Salisbury—said to Lord Beaconsfield, "It will turn 
out all right some day." To this Lord Beaconsfield 
replied, "It is all very well for you to consider 
this quite lightly; but with me it is the end of my 
career. "̂^ 

The four men who would form the Fourth Party each 

faced different challenges in the General Election of 

1880. Sir Henry Drummond Wolff was elected to represent 

Portsmouth. One of the two Conservative representatives 

^^Disraeli to Lady Bradford, 8 April 1880, in Zetland, 
The Letters of Disraeli, vol. 2, 351. 

^^Ibid., 10 April 1880, 351-352. 

^̂ Sir Henry Drummond Wolff, Rambling Recollections, 
vol. 2, (London: Macmillan and Co., 1908), 248. 
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of Portsmouth had decided to retire. Sir Henry was 

suggested as a candidate to replace him. The local 

Conservative Association, after meeting with Wolff, 

accepted him as a candidate. The General Election 

announcement sent Wolff racing to Portsmouth. Two 

admirals in the Portsmouth area, one of whom was a kinsman 

of Wolff, warmly supported him. Sir Robert Peel, the son 

of the former Prime Minister, spoke on behalf of Wolff and 

the other Conservative candidate. Peel's speech revealed 

a dislike of lawyers even in the 1880s. Wolff recorded 

him as saying "I am told that there are standing for 

Parliament one hundred and fifty barristers-at-law, and, 

amongst them, twenty-five Q.C.'s. Q.C.'s indeed! 

Questionable customers! "̂^ 

Prior to the General Election of 1880, Wolff had 

represented Christchurch. Wolff, defeated in an election 

in 1868 to represent Christchurch, won election there in 

1874. However, Sir Henry had spent a great deal of time 

outside the country on diplomatic missions. His 

constituents did not approve of his long absences and 

Wolff found Christchurch a difficult borough to represent 

due to its large size, varied interests, and "the constant 

^^Ibid. , vol . 2, 126. 

^^Ruddock F. Mackay was mistaken when he claimed that 
"Wolff had first entered Parliament only in 1880 from a 
Foreign Office background" in Balfour: Intellectual 
Statesman (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985), 29. 
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local calls on the time of its representative."^^ The 

Conservative candidate that ran for Wolff's vacated seat 

in Christchurch was defeated. 

John Eldon Gorst was one of the "questionable 

customers" elected to Parliament. The political career of 

J. E. Gorst prior to 1880 had been quite bumpy. Called to 

the Bar in 1865, Gorst unsuccessfully stood for Hastings 

as a Conservative candidate in the General Election of the 

same year. Gorst successfully ran in 1866 for the seat of 

a Conservative representative whose Cambridge election was 

disqual if ied.'̂  

Unfortunately, Gorst lost his seat for Cambridge in 

the General Election of 1868. However, he had caught the 

eye of Disraeli, who asked Gorst to reorganize the 

Conservative party machinery. 

Indeed, there was practically no organization of the 
Conservatives in existence at the time. Mr. Gorst 
agreed to devote himself to this work, but refused to 
accept a salary. The dissolution of the Liberal 
Parliament in 1874, unexpected though it was, found 
the Conservatives accordingly quite prepared, and 
they returned from the polls victorious.'^ 

^^Wolff, Rambling Recollections, vol. 2, 246. 

^^Harold E. Gorst, The Fourth Party. (London: Smith, 
Elder, and Company, 1906), 30. 

^^"Death of Sir John Gorst," Times (London), 5 April 
1916, p. 4. 
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Gorst did not share in the Conservative victory of 

1874 and was not elected to Parliament. He had, 

apparently, made some enemies among the influential 

members of the party. His son wrote that when Gorst stood 

for a by-election, "his successful candidature for Chatham 

in 1875 was accomplished in spite of active opposition at 

headquarters."^* The electors of Chatham returned him to 

Parliament in 1880. 

Arthur James Balfour ran successfully to retain his 

seat in Hertford. In 1873, while in his mid-twenties, 

Balfour entered politics at the urging of his uncle. Lord 

Salisbury. In his autobiography, Balfour recalled the 

incident: 

I was lunching, I remember, with Lady Salisbury in 
Arlington Street, when my uncle, with whom I had 
never seriously discussed either my political 
opinions or my political future, tentatively 
approached the question of the representation of 
Hertford. The sitting member was Baron Dimsdale, a 
zealous politician, silent in the House, but devoted 
to his Parliamentary duties and to the interests of 
his constituents. He had resolved, for private 
reasons, not to stand again. Would I consent to be 
candidate in his place?*^ 

Balfour's introduction to politics was quite gentle. 

The Cecil family had lived near Hertford at Hatfield House 

^*Gorst, The Fourth Party, 34-35. 

^^Arthur James Balfour, Chapters of Autobiography, 
edited by Mrs. Edgar Dugdale (London: Cassell and Company, 
Ltd., 1930), 85. 

47 



since 1611. Balfour's uncle, Robert Arthur Talbot 

Gascoyne-Cecil, became the third Marquess of Salisbury in 

1868. With the support of Lord Salisbury and running 

unopposed in the General Election of 1874, Balfour fought 

a very limited campaign. "An Election Address, one 

speech, and a little personal canvassing, made up the sum 

of necessary activity. "̂^ 

Balfour threw himself into his Parliamentary duties 

with much the same dash and fire that he had displayed 

during his election campaign. "He attended sittings of 

Parliament only occasionally and remained silent 

throughout the first two sessions."^^ One of the reasons 

why Balfour remained silent through two sessions of 

Parliament was his lack of confidence in public speaking. 

Balfour remarked that prior to his entry into politics, he 

had spoken in public on only two occasions. On both 

occasions, "my preliminary sufferings were acute." During 

the campaign he discovered that once he began speaking, he 

suffered less fear because he was engaged in "the 

absorbing effort to find the words which would least 

7fi 

"Blanche E. C. Dugdale, Arthur James Balfour, First 
Earl of Balfour. K. G.. 0. M.. F. R. S., Etc. by His Niece, 
Blanche E. C. Dugdale. Volume I: 1848-1906 (New York: G. P. 
Putnam's Sons, 1937), 18. 

'Sydney H. Zebel, Balfour: A Political Biography 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1973), 16. 
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inadequately express the arguments I was struggling to 

enforce. "̂^ 

Prodded by Lady Salisbury, Balfour finally gave his 

"maiden speech" on August 10, 1876. Carefully selecting a 

subject (Indian silver currency) and a time (eight o'clock 

in the evening) that would guarantee the smallest possible 

audience, Balfour delivered his first Parliamentary 

speech. Balfour called the speech "the real beginning of 

my Parliamentary career. "̂^ 

In the General Election of 1880, the Hertford seat 

was contested. Balfour faced a Liberal candidate, Edward 

Bowen. Bowen was a Harrow schoolmaster known for the 

songs he had written.^° In spite of the aid of a "most 

excellent" platform speaker, Bowen lost the election. 

Balfour was returned by a majority of 164.̂ ^ 

Lord Randolph Churchill contested his second election 

in 1880. Churchill was the younger son of the Seventh 

Duke of Marlborough. He stood for the family borough of 

Woodstock first in 1874 in unusual circumstances. He had 

met Miss Jeanette Jerome, an American, in August of 1873. 

Three days later. Lord Randolph proposed and Miss Jerome 

70 

Balfour, Chapters of Autobiography, 89. 

^^Ibid., 91-95. 

"''Dugdale, Arthur James Balfour, 31 . 

°'Balfour, Chapters of Autobiography, 122. 
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82 accepted.*^ The Duke of Marlborough insisted on a year's 

reflection before a marriage would take place. Lord 

Randolph expressed another opinion: 

Now these are his words, but I do not mind 
telling you that it is all humbug about waiting a 
year. . . . You see, both he and my mother have set 
their hearts on my being member for Woodstock. It is 
a family borough, and for years and years a member of 
the family has sat for it. The present member is a 
stranger, though a Conservative, and is so unpopular 
that he is almost sure to be beaten if he were to 
stand; and the fact of a Radical sitting for 
Woodstock is perfectly insupportable to my family. 
It is for this that they have kept me idle ever since 
I left Oxford, waiting for a dissolution. Well, as I 
told you the other day, a dissolution is sure to come 
almost before the end of the year. I have two 
courses open to me: either to refuse to stand 
altogether unless they consent to my being married 
immediately afterwards; or else—and this is still 
more Machiavellian and deep—to stand, but at the last 
moment to threaten to withdraw and leave the Radical 
to walk over. All tricks are fair in love and war. 83 

Both Winston Churchill and Robert Rhodes James 

insisted that Lord Randolph did not attempt to coerce his 

family. However, R. F. Foster hinted that Lord Randolph 

did threaten his family although Foster did not provide 

^^Robert 
Churchill's 
Inc., 1960), 

Rhodes 
Father 
34-35. 

James, Lord Randolph Churchill. Winston 
(New York: A. S. Barnes and Company, 

83 Lord Randolph Churchill to 
23 September 1873 in Winston S. 
Churchi11 (London: Odhams Press 
48-49. 

Jeanette Jerome, Blenheim, 
Churchill's Lord Randolph 
Limited, 1952 new edition). 
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any substantiating evidence for his claim.^* For some 

reason, the Duke relented and Lord Randolph was able to 

report to Miss Jerome that: 

everything goes on as favourably as we could expect, 
and my father does not wish, for a moment, to 
prevent my seeing you as often as I can, and has 
promised to give his consent to our marriage when he 
is sure we are fond of each other. As to the year, I 
have every right to say that I do not think they will 
insist on it. . . .°̂  

Gladstone dissolved Parliament on January 26, 1874. 

Lord Randolph, on his way to Paris to visit Miss Jerome, 

returned to Woodstock to campaign. Fortune smiled on Lord 

Randolph for he returned to Woodstock in time to attend 

the Annual Coursing Meeting which the Duke hosted every 

year in Blenheim Park. Churchill thus could speak to most 

of the local farmers. He later "chaired" a dinner for the 

farmers at the Bear Hotel .̂^ 

The campaign became a "family affair" with Lord 

Blandford, Randolph's older brother, appearing to support 

01 

°*Winston Churchill, Lord Randolph Churchill, 49, 
Robert Rhodes James, Lord Randolph Churchill. 38, and R. F. 
Foster, Lord Randolph Churchill: A Political Life (Oxford; 
Clarendon Press, 1981), 20. 

Lord Randolph Churchill to Jeanette Jerome, Blenheim, 
October 1873 in Winston Churchill, Lord Randolph Churchill. 
51 . 

86 

Yord Randolph Churchill to Jeanette Jerome, Blenheim, 
Monday, in Winston Churchill's Lord Randolph Churchill. 54 
and James, Lord Randolph Churchill, 43. See also Foster, 
Lord Randolph Churchill. 21, for a slightly different 
inference. 
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him and sisters Rosamond and Anne canvassing the 

countryside on horseback.^^ Lord Randolph received support 

from the central party organization in the form of an 

accomplished speaker, Mr. Edward Clarke. 

Clarke stated that he was sent to Woodstock "at the 

urgent request of the Duke" for a speaker. Clarke 

described Lord Randolph as "only twenty-four years of age" 

and that he "had never shown any interest in political 

work." Clarke also stated that there had been 

"difficulty" in securing Churchill's consent to the 

candidacy. "He had only consented on getting his father's 

reluctant consent to his marriage to a beautiful American 

girl ."̂ ^ 

Clarke arrived at Woodstock to discover that he was 

to speak to only thirty or forty Churchill supporters. 

Clarke had passed by a public hall where the Liberal 

candidate, George Brodrick, had addressed a crowd. 

Inquiring when a public meeting was to be held, Clarke 

learned that Churchill was considered "so young and so 

inexperienced in public speaking that it had been decided 
on 

not to have a larger meeting. . . ." 

^Voster, Lord Randolph Churchill. 21 

^^Clarke, The Story of My Life, 107. 

^hbid., 108. 
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Clarke insisted on a public meeting. Clarke tutored 

Churchill on what to say in his speech and wrote out four 

or five questions to be asked by supporters, supplying 

Churchill with the answers. Unfortunately, Churchill was 

very nervous. Lord Randolph wrote out his speech on small 

sheets of paper and placed the sheets in the bottom of his 

hat in the false hope that he could read his speech 

undetected, much to the amusement of the crowd.^" 

Some of Lord Randolph's political stratagems were 

more successful. He wrote to his fiance: 

I saw my opponent today in church. He looks awfully 
harassed. I feel quite sorry for him, as all his 
friends here are such a dreadfully disreputable lot; 
and as I have got the three principal hotels in the 
town, he has nothing except a wretched, low, 
miserable pot-house to stay in.̂ ^ 

Churchill won a decisive victory in the General 

Election of 1874. Lord Randolph estimated that at most 

only 800 out of 1,071 voters would go to the polls. Nine 

hundred seventy-three votes were counted, representing a 

voter turn-out of nearly 91%. Churchill received 569 

votes, giving him a majority of 165. Randolph married his 

Jenny on April 15. 

90lbid. 

^^Randolph Churchill to Jeanette Jerome, Blenheim, 
Sunday, in Winston Churchill's Lord Randolph Churchill. 55 
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Lord Randolph made his maiden speech on May 22, 1874, 

a mere sixteen days after taking his seat. Churchill 

contributed little else to the Parliament that began in 

1874. His own son commented that "During its 

[Parliament's] first three years he did not occupy more 

than an hour and a half of its time or attention. "̂^ 

Attempting to keep his brother. Lord Blandford, out of a 

messy divorce case, Lord Randolph threatened to reveal 

scandalous letters written by the Prince of Wales if 

Prince Edward did not intervene to prevent the case from 

going to court. The Prince of Wales had London society 

ostracize the Randolph Churchilis. To resolve the 

situation, the Duke of Marlborough accepted the position 

of Lord-Lieutenant of Ireland and took Randolph with him 

as his private secretary. His duties in Ireland further 

limited the time Lord Randolph spent in Parliament. 

In the General Election of 1880, Lord Randolph faced 

four serious accusations: his non-attendance in 

Parliament; the absence of the Duke and his family from 

Woodstock; the conduct of the agent left in charge of the 

estate; and the high unemployment in the area due to the 

agricultural depression.^"' In the absence of his family. 

^^Winston Churchill, Lord Randolph Churchill. 60 

"Lord Randolph Churchill to the Duchess of 
Marlborough, Blenheim, 21 March 1880, in Winston 
Churchill's Lord Randolph Churchill. 100-102. 
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Lord Randolph had to contest this election on his own. 

The central Conservative organization did not send a 

speaker to support Lord Randolph. Fortunately, the 

Liberal candidate was a relative unknown named William 

Hall. Lord Randolph won, receiving 512 votes to Mr. 

Hall's 452. Once again, nearly 9^% of the registered 

voters went to the poll. But Churchill's majority dropped 

to sixty. 

After the General Election of 1880, both 

Conservatives and Liberals began to analyze the reasons 

behind the Conservative defeat. Disraeli blamed "hard 

Times." Sir Stafford Northcote, later Earl of Iddesleigh, 

recorded in his diary his reflections on the election: 

Our great defeat seems due to— 
1. Want of suitable organisation, and some 

over-confidence and apathy. 
2. The bad times, and a desire of change in 

hopes of better luck. 
3. The effects of the unscrupulous assertions of 

our opponents. 
4. The very large expenditure of money by them.'* 

Gladstone was writing in his diary as well. Part of 

the entry for April 13, 1880 stated that Gladstone "Began 

tentatively an anonymous letter on the Conservative 

'*Andrew Lang, Life. Letters, and Diaries of Sir 
Stafford Northcote. First Earl of Iddesleigh, vol.2 
(Edinburgh: William Blackwood and Sons, 1890), 149. 
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Col lapse."^^ The "letter" appeared in The Fortnightly 

Review in May. Before Gladstone could "suggest grounds of 

solace and of hope," it was "the first duty of the surgeon 

to clear and lay bare the wound for treatment." To 

Gladstone, it was "a fact most remarkable in itself, that 

the Conservative party is now numerically weaker in the 

House of Commons than it has been in any of the last ten 

Parliaments, reaching over f ive-and-forty years. "̂^ 

Most Conservative victories were narrow according to 

Gladstone while many Liberal victories were by "large, 

and, even enormous" majorities. The borough voters, whose 

numbers were increased by household suffrage, were enough 

to defeat the Conservatives. However, the election 

results in the counties proved that "a serious inroad has 

been made at some points on the allegiance of the 

farmers." Gladstone predicted that when the counties 

received household suffrage and a redistribution of seats 

was passed, the Liberals would gam even more support.' 

The Liberal victory was even more remarkable when the 

strengths of the Conservative Party were considered. 

Gladstone stated that the monarchy and the "Established 

^̂ H. C. G. Matthew, ed. , The Gladstone Diaries, Vol. 
IX, 501 . 

^^"Index" [W. E. Gladstone], "The Conservative Collapse 
Considered in a Letter from a Liberal to an Old 
Conservative," The Fortnightly Review. 27 n.s., 609. 

^^Ibid. , 610-613. 
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Church" are conservative, the "endowed institutions", the 

"landed and hereditary power," and "personal wealth" were 

conservative. Gladstone believed the Liberals won because 

they supported Conservative pri nciples.^^ The nation 

rejected the domestic and the foreign policies of 

Disraeli. 

Gladstone acknowledged that the Liberals faced 

problems in victory. He warned that 

It remains to be seen whether this party will be able 
to command itself, as it commands its adversaries, 
and to maintain in the Parliament the union, self-
command, and moderation which it has shown in the 
elections. It has borne the bad times; can it bare 
the good?^^ 

Gladstone revealed a serious threat to the Liberal 

victory. The Liberal Party might tear itself apart. He 

also, perhaps inadvertently, in a strangely worded 

sentence, provided a basis for a future appeal of the 

Conservatives to the masses. Gladstone wrote. 

Nay more, during the last few years, though the 
existence of the sea-serpent has not yet been 
established to the satisfaction of the world in 
general, yet the existence of the Conservative 
working-man undoubtedly has, and this in 
considerable, though far from dominant, numbers. 

^^Ibid., 613-615. 

^^Ibid., 624. 

'̂̂ Îbid. , 614. 
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A Conservative journal, Blackwood's Edinburgh 

Magazine, in June 1880 praised the Liberal victory as "Mr 

Gladstone's triumph" but explained it away by stating 

that: 

Incessant, exaggerated, and unscrupulous denunciation 
is a very efficient agency in the midst of a general 
election, after a period of considerable commercial 
and agricultural depression, and whilst the public 
mind is disposed, from the very length of a 
successful tenure of office, to wish for a change.^^^ 

The article hinted at the difficulty of presenting a 

united front by stating that "It would be ungracious thus 

early in their career to invite attention to the wide 

differences of opinion between the different sects of the 

Liberal party and of the Cabinet. "̂ ^̂  But the next article 

of the magazine was "ungracious" enough to point out that 

while the Radicals were successful in placing Joseph 

Chamberlain in the Cabinet, they felt that they deserved 

more representation. Even more promising, the Whigs were 

not whole-hearted in their support of Gladstone as Prime 

Minister and disliked the addition of Chamberlain to the 

Cabinet. The article also pointed out that given his 

advanced years and having assumed the burdens of Prime 

°̂̂ "The New Ministry," Blackwood's Edinburgh Magazine 90 
(June 1880): 793. 

°̂2ibid., 792. 
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Minister, leadership of the Commons, and Chancellor of the 

Exchequer, Gladstone might suffer a breakdown.^°^ 

As well as presenting the possibility that the 

Liberal Party might self-destruct, the article listed 

three major changes that the Conservatives must make to 

challenge successfully the Liberals: the local 

Conservative Associations must be reorganized; the rank 

and file must be politically educated; and Liberal and 

Radical control of the press must be chal lenged.̂ "̂ * The 

Conservative Members of Parliament were aware of two 

things as they awaited the opening of the new session of 

Parliament: the Liberals had thoroughly defeated them in 

the general election; and the Conservative Party must be 

reorganized. Lord Salisbury interjected a new concern: 

The hurricane that has swept us away is so 
strange & new a phenomenon that we shal1 not for some 
time understand its real meaning. I doubt if so much 
enthusiasm & such a general unity of action proceeds 
from any sentimental opinions-or from a new academic 
judgement. It seems to me to be inspired by some 
definite desire for change: & means business. It 
may disappear as rapidly as it came: or it may be 
the beginning of a serious war of classes.'"^ 

^^^"Conservative Reorganisation," Blackwood's Edinburgh 
Magazine 90 (June 1880): 804. 

°̂*Ibid. , 809. 

^̂ L̂ord Salisbury to A. J. Balfour, 10 April 1880, in BL 
Add. Ms. 49688, fol. 22. 
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CHAPTER III 

THE PHOENIX RISES 

The Conservative Party had low expectations for the 

coming parliamentary session. Controlling too few seats 

to successfully challenge the Liberals in the House of 

Commons, the Conservatives would have to rely on the House 

of Lords to blunt the Liberal onslaught of legislation. 

The Conservatives in the Commons could only hope that 

eventually the extreme factions of the Liberal Party would 

tear the party apart. But it could take years for such a 

split to divide the party. The Conservatives needed to 

find an issue that could drive a wedge into the Liberals. 

Fortunately for the Conservatives, the Liberals supplied 

the issue in the form of the newly elected Charles 

Bradlaugh and his repeated attempts to claim his seat. 

His efforts would create the Fourth Party. 

On April 29, 1880, the new Parliament opened with the 

election of the Speaker. The Members of Parliament then 

began to make their way forward to take their oaths. One 

of the newly elected members, an Irish journalist named 

Thomas Power O'Connor, left a description of the opening 

day procedures: 

And yet the first appearances of a new House of 
Commons are by no means awe-inspiring. The immediate 
task is to swear the members in, and this is done in 
a haphazard and almost riotous form. Members, in 

60 



their eagerness to have the job over, hustle, rush, 
and form long queues, all amid a scene of merriment 
quite characteristic of the House of Commons. 
I have ventured to compare it to a boarding-school of 
boys, when it did not resemble even more a boarding-
school of girls.' 

O'Connor observed: "You could not help noticing, of 

course, the generally joyful swagger of the Liberals, 

flushed with their new and triumphant victory."^ The 

Liberal joy, however, was short-lived. An old law and a 

new member were about to provide the Conservatives the 

wedge they needed to split the Liberals. 

Gladstone and the other ministers of the new Liberal 

government were not present at the opening day ceremonies. 

Disraeli and his cabinet had resigned after the General 

Election of 1880. When Gladstone formed his ministry, 

some of the positions provided for housing or salaries. 

By the 1707 Place Act, dating from the reign of Queen 

Anne, 

If any person being chosen a member of the house of 
commons, shall accept any office of profit from the 
crown during such time as he shall continue a member, 
his election shall be and is hereby declared to be 
void, and a new writ shall issue for a new 
election.^ 

T. P. O'Connor, Memoirs of an Old Parliamentarian, 
vol. 1 (London: Ernest Benn Limited, 1929), 42-43. 

^Ibid. , 52. 

Carl Stephenson and Frederick George Marcham, Sources 
of English Constitutional History: A Selection of Documents 
from A.D. 600 to the Present (New York: Harper & Row, 
Publishers, 1937), 617. 
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Thus, by accepting positions that provided a 

"profit," the elections of certain members of the Cabinet 

and Gladstone himself were declared void. New elections 

were called for the affected areas. Since the ministers 

now held "offices of profit," their re-election would 

allow them to sit in the House of Commons. Therefore, the 

senior members of Gladstone's cabinet and Gladstone 

returned to their constituencies to once again run for 

election. The Government would be represented in the 

Commons by a junior official until after the new 

elections. The "best and brightest" of the Liberal Party 

would be away campaigning again. 

The "edge" of the wedge was Charles Bradlaugh, one of 

the two newly elected Liberal representatives for 

Northampton. On May 3, he approached the Table of the 

House where the oaths of office were taken. But Bradlaugh 

had no intention of taking an oath. Bradlaugh was an 

avowed and prominent atheist. Henry Labouchere, 

Bradlaugh's wry-humored colleague, later called himself 

the "Christian" representative for Northampton. The 

Fourth Party developed from the Conservative opposition to 

Bradlaugh. The Party was a voluntary confederation of 

four men who pledged to support, defend, and encourage one 

another. They discovered during the Bradlaugh debates 

that they worked well together and enjoyed acting in 

concert. 
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Bradlaugh had warned the Speaker of the House, Sir 

Henry Brand, later Lord Hampden, in a letter dated April 

29 that he intended to affirm rather than swear his oath 

of office. Brand consulted legal and parliamentary 

specialists whose opinions were that an affirmation would 

not be legal, although one suggested that it might be 

desirable to change the law to allow affirmation.* 

Brand's solution was to let the House decide the 

question. He suggested that a Select Committee of the 

House be formed. Gladstone, after consultation, agreed 

and ordered Lord Frederick Cavendish, Financial Secretary 

of the Treasury, to propose the Select Committee in the 

absence of the more senior officials. Gladstone then left 

to campaign once again in Midlothian. 

Thus, when Bradlaugh approached the Table on the 

third of May, he was stopped. Lord Cavendish proposed a 

Select Committee to investigate the possibility of 

affirmation and the leader of the Opposition, Sir Stafford 

Northcote, seconded the formation of the committee. So 

far, the leadership of the two major parties controlled 

the situation. However, when the selection of the members 

of the committee was proposed on May 11, Sir Henry 

*Walter L. Arnstein, The Bradlaugh Case: Atheism, Sex, 
and Politics among the Late Victorians (Columbia, Missouri 
University of Missouri Press, 1983), 36. Arnstein's work 
is the best available on Bradlaugh's difficulties with 
Pariiament. 
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Drummond Wolff attempted to block the formation of the 

committee, claiming that no business could precede the 

Queen's Speech. Not surprisingly, he failed in his 

efforts. What was surprising was that seventy-three 

Members of Parliament voted with Wolff and thus opposed 

the leaders of both the Liberal and Conservative Parties. 

More surprises were to follow. 

By one vote, the Select Committee denied Bradlaugh's 

right to affirm. Bradlaugh would have to take the normal 

oath of office. The form of the oath states that, "I, 

A.B., do swear that I will be faithful and bear true 

allegiance to Her Majesty Queen Victoria, her heirs and 

successors according to law. So help me God." Bradlaugh 

had wanted to substitute "solemnly, sincerely, and truly 

declare and affirm" for "swear" and omit "So help me God." 

But if the price for admittance to Parliament included an 

oath and an appeal to a Being whose existence Bradlaugh 

doubted, he was willing to pay that price. He was not 

willing, however, to keep silent about that price. 

On May 21, 1880, an open letter from Bradlaugh 

appeared in the Times and other newspapers. Announcing 

his intention to take the oath, Bradlaugh stated that the 

oath included "words of idle and meaningless character." 

He then threw down the gauntlet to the House of Commons. 

^Arnstein, The Bradlaugh Case. 67 
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My duty to my constituents is to fulfil the 
mandate they have given me, and if to do this I have 
to submit to a form less solemn to me than the 
affirmation I would have reverently made, so much the 
worse for those who force me to repeat words which I 
have scores of times declared are to me sounds 
conveying no clear and definite meaning.^ 

When, later that day, Bradlaugh approached the Table 

to take the oath. Sir Henry Drummond Wolff blocked the way 

and objected to the oath being administered to Bradlaugh. 

The Speaker requested that Mr. Bradlaugh withdraw and that 

Sir Henry present his objections. This scene was 

orchestrated prior to the appearance of Bradlaugh's 

letter. On May 18, Wolff had sent a letter to Speaker 

Brand. 

My Dear Mr. Speaker-I think it right to inform 
you that if Mr. Bradlaugh presents himself to take 
the oath, I shall move that he is incapable of doing 
so. 

If you think there is any chance of his 
attempting this on Thursday, I should be glad if ypu 
would give me a few minutes' interview beforehand. 

On May 19 Sir Henry Brand replied to Wolff's letter. 

Dear Sir Henry Wolff-In answer to your note I 
have to say I have no certain knowledge of Mr. 
Bradlaugh's intentions, but think it possible that he 
will present himself to take the oath to-morrow. 

^Times, 21 May 1880, p. 4. 

^Wolff, Rambling Recollections, vol. 2, 255 
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If you wish to see me upon the matter, I shall 
be at home this evening at 7, or to-morrow morning at 
11, as you may prefer.^ 

Brand informed Gladstone of Wolff's intentions and a 

conference took place at three P.M. in Brand's library on 

May 21. Present were Brand, Gladstone, Lord Richard 

Grosvenor, who was the Liberal Chief Whip, Sir Erskine 

May, the law officer of Parliament, and others. 

Bradlaugh's letter had appeared in the morning papers. 

Brand recorded that 

In some of his expressions he [Bradlaugh] was 
wantonly offensive to the House, and the feeling 
against him was uncontrollable according to the 
report of Lord R. Grosvenor. 

. . . I suggested to Mr. Gladstone to meet Sir 
H. Wolff's motion by the previous question [this 
parliamentary tactic requires a vote to be taken]; 
but Lord R. Grosvenor declared that the usual 
supporters of the Government could not be relied on 
to support such a motion. . . . 

As time passed, I was obliged to go upstairs to 
dress and on my return I found that it had been 
agreed upon to move for a Select Committee as an 
amendment on Sir H. Wolff's motion. 

I told Mr. Gladstone that I thought this a weak 
course, but perhaps unavoidable if the previous 
question could not be carried.^ 

Wolff's objections were carefully thought out. Under 

the Oath Act of 1866, only certain religious sects were 

entitled to affirm. Anyone else who affirmed was liable 

^Ibid. 

^Hampden Diary, 21 May 1880, BL Add. Ms. 56453, fol. 
40. 
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to suit and his seat was to be declared vacant. By the 

Common Law of England, an atheist was not entitled to take 

an oath. Bradlaugh's own words in a work entitled A Plea 

for Atheism identified him as an atheist. Since Mr. 

Bradlaugh had affirmed often and had admitted that an oath 

was not binding on him, Wolff moved that Bradlaugh not be 

allowed to take an oath. The motion was seconded and 

debate started. 

Gladstone spoke and made his counter-proposal for a 

Select Committee to investigate whether or not the House 

could interfere in a member taking the oath. The debate 

took up the rest of the day. According to Brand 

The Debate proceeded with some warmth. 
Eventually it was adjourned to Monday next. 

I endeavoured both on Friday last and today to 
prevent members from making unbecoming attacks upon a 
member, whose absence was enforced by our own order; 
but the feelings of the members were generally too 
strong for me. 

Striding down from the back benches to take his place 

with John Eldon Gorst and Sir Henry Drummond Wolff on the 

front Opposition benches below the gangway was Lord 

Randolph Churchill, the first speaker to renew the debate 

on May 24. Churchill delivered his most impressive speech 

in Parliament up to that time. 

'"ibid. 
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Churchill spoke against the need for another Select 

Committee. For him, the issue was simple and should be 

decided on "general principles" and the "unerring instinct 

of the House of Commons" and not allow "pettifogging 

technicalities to be introduced into the discussion by law 

officers, who were apt to confuse the proceedings of the 

House with the proceedings of the Old Bailey." Churchill 

produced a pamphlet written by Bradlaugh entitled The 

Impeachment of the House of Brunswick and read a section 

to the House. 

I loathe these small German breast-bestarred 
wanderers whose only merit is their loving hatred of 
one another. In their own land they vegetate and 
wither unnoticed. Here we pay them highly to marry 
and perpetuate a pauper-prince race. If they do 
nothing, they are good; if they do ill, loyalty gilds 
the vice till it looks like virtue.^^ 

Churchill then threw the pamphlet to the floor and 

stamped his foot upon it to the cheers of many of the 

Members of Parliament. Turning to the Prime Minister, 

Churchill directed his words to him. 

I have a conviction that there is not any Member of 
the House who views Mr. Bradlaugh's opinions with 
greater horror and aversion than the First Lord of 
the Treasury. . . . The right honourable gentleman 
had behind him a great majority, which in his hands 
might, no doubt, be the means of promoting the best 
and highest interests of the country. Do not let it 
be in our power to say that the first use you made of 
that powerful weapon was to mark it with an indelible 
stain, and that the first time you led the Liberal 

^^Gorst, The Fourth Party, 57 
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Party through the lobby in this new Parliament was 
for the purpose of placing on those benches opposite 
an avowed atheist and a professedly disloyal person.'^ 

In the end, Gladstone's motion carried over Wolff's 

by a vote of 289 to 214. This minor victory placed the 

Government in a delicate situation. Brand wrote that 

The Opposition are turning to good account the 
Bradlaugh incident by identifying him as much as 
possible with the Government as one of their 
supporters. . . . 

No doubt the Government are placed in a 
difficult position; but they must be careful not to 
allow themselves to be tarred with the Bradlaugh 
brush.'^ 

The Conservative Party had wasted no time in 

associating the Liberals with Bradlaugh in a most 

uncharitable way. Bradlaugh appealed to Sir Stafford 

Northcote: 

I wrote this letter to you in your position as 
acknowledged leader of the Conservative party, for 
the purpose of drawing attention to the most 
extraordinarily coarse attacks made upon myself in 
connection with the . . . Wegan and Scarborough 
elections, similar attacks having been made in 
connection with the Oxford election and with other 
recent elections. 

I can make real allowances for party strife but 
as I am not directly or indirectly concerned in any 
of those elections I must protest against the 
cowardly and justifiable misuse of my name, at the 
intimating to you that if no disapproval of these 
attacks be expressed by the responsible leaders of 
the Conservative party I shall take it that they 

40. 

^^Wolff, Rambling Recollections, vol. 2, 258. 

^^Hampden Diary, 25 May 1880, BL Add. Ms. 56453, fol. 
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approve the use of such weapons in political warfare 
and shall remember that approval for my guidance in 
the future.'* 

Enclosed with the letter was a card which read 

Fathers of Scarborough 
Do you wish your children to 

be defiled by 
BRADLAUGH'S FILTH 
IF NOT, VOTE FOR 

DUNCOMBE^^ 

Northcote answered Bradlaugh's letter on the 27th: 

I fear that I can say very little in reply to 
your letter. I could not undertake any kind of 
responsibility for the proceedings of the language of 
Candidates at Elections—or still less of their 
supporters. Were I to do so in one case I should be 
held bound to do the same in others; and it would be 
assumed that whatever I did not express disapproval 
of was approved by me. You will, I am sure, see how 
awkward would be the results of my interfering, with 
proceedings with which I have no kind of connection, 
and for which I must absolutely decline any sort of 
responsibility, however much I may disapprove of 
them.'° 

The expression "BRADLAUGH'S FILTH" in the card seemed 

to refer to another area of Bradlaugh's career. Bradlaugh 

was not only a spokesman for atheism but also an editor 

and publisher. One of the works that he published was 

^*Bradlaugh to Northcote, 20 July 1880, Iddesleigh 
Papers, BL Add. Ms. 50041, fol. 21. 

^^Ibid., fol. 22. 

^^Ibid., fol. 23. 
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entitled The Fruits of Philosophy. This work, by an 

American author, discussed the dangers of overpopulation, 

urged birth control, and discussed methods of avoiding 

unwanted pregnancies. The publication of the book nearly 

landed Bradlaugh in jail. In the climate of Victorian 

England, such a work would be viewed as advocating free 

love and thus would be considered immoral and obscene. 

Some of the Irish Nationalists opposed Bradlaugh 

because a cheap edition of The Fruits of Philosophy was 

sold by and to children. Frank Hugh O'Donnell explained 

his opposition to Bradlaugh: 

In the case of Bradlaugh, the law of Parliament said 
that he must take the oath in "the Name of God," and 
Bradlaugh had deliberately informed the House of 
Commons that the Name of God was "an unmeaning sound" 
to him. If he had kept his wretched blasphemy to 
himself, it was nothing to us. But he wanted, out of 
sheer bravado, to make the Commons the witness of his 
open treatment of the Name of God as "an unmeaning 
sound." That was not taking the parliamentary oath. 
That was openly and designedly mocking and 
besmirching it, and trying to make us parties to the 
blasphemy. The violation of the law was patent. 
. . . And we were to condone this violation of the 
law, in order to admit to a seat in the legislature 
the man who was hiring helpless and perverted 
children to sell the "Fruits" at sixpence a copy 
only, to young and old, to girls and schoolboys, to 
married and single, outside the doors of the public 
railway stations? Certainly not!^' 

^'Frank Hugh O'Donnell, A History of the Irish 
Parliamentary Party, Volume I. Butt and Parnell: Nationhood 
and Anarchy, the Curse of the American Money (New York: 
Longmans, Green, and Company, 1910), 490-491. 
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The controversy over Bradlaugh split the Irish 

Nationalists. The leader of the Irish Home Rule Party, 

Charles Stewart Parnell, supported Bradlaugh. The Irish 

Nationalists had supported the Liberals against the 

Conservatives in the previous government. However, the 

Home Rule Party was discovering that "An average Liberal 

was far more alien to a lot of Irish views than scores of 

Conservatives, than Lord Salisbury himself, than Lord 

Randolph Churchill and Mr. John Gorst. "̂^ The Liberal 

Party's inclusion of the Radicals and their progressive 

ideology clashed at times with the more conservative 

leanings of the Irish Nationalists with their background 

of Catholic doctrine. Thus, the Irish Nationalists were 

learning that they could cooperate and act in concert with 

the Conservatives. 

The second Select Committee published its report on 

June 16. The committee suggested that Bradlaugh be 

allowed to affirm but be subject to any penalties 

according to statute.^^ On June 21, "the Christian Member 

for Northampton," Henry Labouchere, moved that Bradlaugh 

be allowed to affirm and take his seat. Sir Hardinge 

Giffard, former Solicitor-General in Disraeli's 

administration, moved that Bradlaugh not be allowed to 

^^Ibid. , 475. 

^^Arnstein, 69-70. 
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take the oath nor to affirm, and debate opened. On June 

22 the House voted. To the surprise of the Government, 

Giffard's motion carried by a vote of 275 to 230. The 

Conservatives had found an issue that successfully split 

the Liberals. The factions of the Liberal Party could be 

manipulated. 

The Conservatives found another reason to rejoice 

when Gladstone allowed them to lead the Commons while he 

displayed his dissatisfaction with the vote on the very 

next day. Warned by Brand's visit to Downing Street that 

Bradlaugh would insist on taking the oath and would 

probably cause a scene, Gladstone blamed the Opposition 

for creating the situation but agreed to maintain "the 

police of the House. "̂^ Later, in the House of Commons, 

Brand informed Bradlaugh of the resolution of the House 

denying him the right either to swear or affirm and thus 

effectively denying him his seat. After allowing 

Bradlaugh to speak. Brand then ordered him to withdraw. 

Bradlaugh twice refused Brand's orders to withdraw. Brand 

then appealed to the House to give him the authority to 

force Bradlaugh to withdraw. Gladstone, as leader of the 

House, should have moved the withdrawal of Bradlaugh. But 

Mr. Gladstone, although called upon, did not rise. 
He appeared to be absorbed in deep thought, and, with 

^^Hampden Papers, 23 June 1880 diary extract, BL Add. 
Ms. 56453, fol. 40. 
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his gaze fixed on a vague distance, just above the 
heads of the belligerent theologians, he 
meditatively twirled his thumbs.^^ 

Sir Stafford Northcote made the motion which was 

passed by a vote of 326 to 38. When Bradlaugh still 

refused to withdraw, the Sergeant-at-Arms was ordered to 

remove him. Bradlaugh broke away from the Sergeant-at-

Arms (not a difficult feat since Mr. Bradlaugh was a large 

and powerful man and the Sergeant was rather elderly) and 

returned to the Speaker's Table. Once more Gladstone 

refused to act and once again Northcote assumed the 

leadership of the House, moving that Bradlaugh be taken 

into custody and locked in the Clock Tower. The motion 

passed by a vote of 274 to 7 and Bradlaugh was taken 

22 away." 

Bradlaugh's efforts to take his seat lasted for five 

years. He was allowed to take the oath in 1886 and an 

Affirmation Act was passed in 1888. But the Bradlaugh 

incident affected British politics in several ways. It 

distracted, divided, and frustrated the Liberal Party, 

revealing a lack of unity in the Radical and Whig 

factions. The Bradlaugh case consumed much time and 

^^Algar Labouchere Thorold, The Life of Henry 
Labouchere (New York: G. P. Putnam's Sons, 1913), 152. 

^^These events took place on 23 June 1880, not on the 
24th as Arnstein wrote. See Morley, The Life of Gladstone, 
vol. 2, 256, Thorold, The Life of Henrv Labouchere. 151, 
and Arnstein, The Bradlaugh Case. 74. 
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energy over its five year-period and helped to delay 

Liberal legislation throughout the course of Gladstone's 

administration. 

The controversy helped to develop common ground and a 

basis of cooperation between the Irish Nationalists and 

the Conservatives. This development was important because 

When the new Parliament assembled in the early 
summer of 1880, the Liberals were in a majority of 
more than a hundred, if the Irish Home Rulers were 
counted neutral. If they were added to the Liberal 
ranks, the majority became about 170. No one then 
thought of adding them to the Conservatives, though 
half of them—that is, the Parnel1ites-subsequently 
voted with the Conservatives in a vast number of 
divisions, and finally contributed to Mr. Gladstone's 
downfall." 

Due to its stance during the Bradlaugh dispute, the 

Conservative Party could portray itself as the defender of 

God, the church, family decency, and the Royal Family. 

This aided the Conservative Party when "Bradlaugh" 

captured the attention of the British public and played a 

role in by-elections. Edward Hamilton, one of Gladstone's 

private secretaries, wrote in his diary that "The beastly 

business . . . is doing incalculable harm to the party in 

the country."^* Arnstein's investigations into the by-

^^Andrew Lang, Life, Letters, and Diaries of Sir 
Stafford Northcote First Earl of Iddesleigh. vol. 2 
(Edinburgh: William Blackwood and Sons, 1890), 135. 

^*Hamilton Diary, BL Add. Ms. 48631, p. 248, quoted in 
Arnstein, The Bradlaugh Case. 142. 
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elections of 1880, 1881, and 1882 forced him to admit that 

"What can fairly be concluded, on the basis of a survey of 

these by-elections, is that whenever Bradlaugh was made an 

issue the Liberal Party lost votes. "̂^ 

The dispute gave Sir Stafford Northcote an 

opportunity to appear before the House of Commons and the 

nation in an active leadership role. The incident also 

encouraged and emboldened the Conservatives. The Liberal 

Goliath could be defeated by the Conservative David. The 

Conservatives could raise issues and carry their points 

despite the Liberal majority. 

The struggle to keep Bradlaugh out of the House of 

Commons also brought together four very different 

personalities. Henry Drummond Wolff, John Eldon Gorst, 

Lord Randolph Churchill, and Arthur James Balfour began to 

act in concert in support of one another. This 

Conservative splinter group became known, first in jest, 

then in mockery, and finally in grudging admiration as the 

Fourth Party. An Irish Member of Parliament, Philip 

Callan, dubbed the group the "Fourth Party" during debate 

on August 2, 1880.^^ Sir Richard Cross who, although a 

leading Conservative, was often the brunt of Fourth Party 

attacks, recalled another nickname for the unruly quartet: 

^^Arnstein, The Bradlaugh Case, 142. 

^"Hansard's Parliamentary Debates. 3d ser., vol. 254 
(1880), col. 1960. 

76 



It was during this Session that we first heard 
much of the Fourth Party-Randolph Churchill, Drummond 
Wolff, Arthur Balfour, and John Gorst. They were 
always saying we this, we that, we the other, so they 
got the name of the wee party, but they afterwards 
became a power to be reckoned with wee as they were!^^ 

The House of Commons was and is filled with customs 

and traditions. The Government always sits on the 

Speaker's right while the Opposition sits to the left. A 

gangway runs from both sides of the House, splitting the 

benches. But the gangway also divided the parties into 

their moderate and extreme sections. The moderates sat 

above the gangway while those with more extreme beliefs 

sat below the gangway. According to T. P. O'Connor: 

The front benches, of course, were occupied by the 
Ministers and the ex-Ministers; but there was one 
spot, the first seat below the gangway on the 
Opposition side, which was a sort of Parliamentary 
Alsatia, marked out by tradition as the ideal 
position for that type of critic of the Government 
who was vehement, unsparing, reckless." 

Tradition also held that "leaders of sectional 

parties, however minute, must needs hold a corner seat 

from which to address the House."^^ Balfour, Gorst, and 

Wolff already sat in the first row below the gangway. 

^^Richard Cross, A Political History: 1868-1900. 
private printing, n.d. (Eccle Riggs, 30 May 1903), 77. 

"O'Connor, Memoirs of an Old Parliamentarian. 62. 

"Sir Henry Lucy, The Diary of a Journalist, vol. 1 
(New York: E. P. Dutton and company, 1920), 19. 
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Shortly after the Bradlaugh debates began. Lord Randolph 

Churchill joined them. The corner seat was occupied by 

Beresford Hope, an uncle of Arthur Balfour. Hope held on 

to his coveted corner seat through most of the 1880 

session but the Fourth Party's combative nature became too 

much for his nerves. 

Approaching a dazed condition, he remembered the fact 
that though, as a matter of practice, the bench 
flanking the table to the left of the Speaker is 
reserved for ex-Ministers, Privy Councillors have 
equal right to share its accommodation. One 
afternoon to the surprise—when they realised the 
situation to the delight-of the House, Beresford Hope 
passed his accustomed seat, and crossing the gangway 
found quarters on the Front Opposition Bench. 

"They made it too hot for me," he whispered into 
the sympathetic ear of Sir Richard Cross . . /^ 

Lord Randolph Churchill quickly appropriated the vacated 

seat and the public leadership of the Fourth Party. 

For five long years, every day, every night, there 
was directed on the Treasury Bench, and especially on 
Mr. Gladstone, the fire of Lord Randolph and his 
friends from this favoured spot. The attacks were 
ceaseless; sometimes clever, sometimes effective, 
sometimes frivolous, but the fusillade never 
stopped.^' 

Each of the four members brought different talents to 

the group. Wolff was a diplomat with extensive expertise 

in the Near East. Gifted with a creative imagination. 

3»ibid. 

31 O'Connor, Memoirs of an Old Parliamentarian. 62 

78 



Wolff could readily sense opportunities in political 

situations. A first-class story-teller and bon vivant. 

Wolff was welcome at any table and had many friends on 

both sides of the House of Commons. Wolff's second cousin 

claimed that Wolff was the only man ever to tell Lord 

Salisbury a dirty story.^^ Arthur Balfour described Sir 

Henry in the following manner: 

Without being a great speaker, he had a quick eye for 
the possibilities of a Parliamentary situation and a 
tongue ready enough to turn opportunities to account. 
It was he whose readiness of resource started the 
long series of "Bradlaugh" debates, which sometimes 
amused and sometimes disgusted the public in every 
session of the 1880 Parliament, but always 
embarrassed the Government. He was excellent 
company. . . . His conversation, even when not 
strictly edifying, never failed to amuse; and there 
was something irresistible in his own enjoyment of 
his own jests—his very spectacles joining in the 
laugh with a sympathetic glitter." 

Gorst was a lawyer. A blunt man with financial 

difficulties, Gorst was quick to take offense and to sense 

a slight. Balfour also described him: 

He was an acute and ready debater, of more force than 
charm, but clear and incisive if somewhat cynical. 
He certainly never left his hearers in doubt as to 
what he meant, or why he meant it. He was often 
unanswerable, but not so often persuasive.^* 

^^Ralph Nevill, ed.. The Life and Letters of Lady 
Dorothy Nevi11. (London: Methuen and Company, Ltd., 1919), 
110. 

^^Balfour, Chapters of Autobiography, 136. 

^*Ibid., 135. 

79 



Gorst also had great organizational abilities. After 

the Conservative defeat in the General Election of 1868, 

Disraeli had turned to Gorst to rebuild the Conservative 

political machine in the counties and boroughs. Insisting 

that he work pro bono, Gorst labored to build support for 

the Conservative Party. His efforts were instrumental in 

the Conservative victory of 1874. During the ensuing rush 

of the party faithful to demand offices and honors in the 

formation of the new government, Gorst remained aloof, 

waiting for Disraeli to recognize and reward his efforts. 

Neither the rewards nor the recognition came. When Gorst 

finally demanded an explanation from Disraeli about the 

shabby treatment that he had received, Disraeli asked 

Why did you not come and ask me for something? I 
have always been accustomed to people pestering me 
for appointments, and could not understand your 
keeping away. You have been^very badly treated, and 
I am extremely sorry for it." 

While Gorst appears to have accepted Disraeli's 

explanation and maintained good relations with him, the 

same cannot be said for Gorst's relationship with other 

leading Conservatives. A mutual antipathy seems to have 

developed. He received little support for his successful 

candidature for the seat at Chatham in 1875. Thus, 

^^Gorst, The Fourth Party. 34 
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When Mr. Gorst took his seat below the gangway, he 
was naturally inspired not altogether by benevolent 
feelings towards the Treasury Bench, and during that 
Parliament more than one breezy encounter resulted 
from the strained relationship.^^ 

Lord Randolph Churchill brought a famous name to the 

Fourth Party. Descended from John Churchill, first Duke 

of Marlborough, Lord Randolph had name recognition. 

However, as a younger son of the seventh Duke of 

Marlborough, the title of "Lord" was only a courtesy. 

Churchill had a fairly good grasp of Irish affairs. 

When his father was appointed Lord-Lieutenant of Ireland 

in 1876, Lord Randolph accompanied him as an unpaid 

private secretary. Actually, the post had been offered to 

the Duke as a method of removing Lord Randolph from 

England. Churchill had tried to force the Prince of Wales 

to intervene in a divorce in which Randolph's brother had 

been named as a co-respondent. Lord Randolph threatened 

to reveal certain indiscrete letters from the Prince to 

the disgraced wife if the Prince did not use his influence 

with the husband to have the suit for divorce withdrawn. 

The enraged Prince invited Churchill to name his seconds. 

Of course, Churchill could not fight a duel with his 

future sovereign. Eventually, Churchill was forced to 

sign an apology to the Prince. But the Prince of Wales 

made it perfectly clear that he would not accept 

^^Ibid., 35. 
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invitations or receive those who entertained or were 

entertained by Randolph Churchill. Therefore, Churchill 

left England under social censure to endure a gentle Irish 

exile with occasional forays into London to fulfill his 

parliamentary duties. His exile ended with the 

Beaconsfield Government.^^ In addition to his name and his 

knowledge of Ireland, Lord Randolph brought passion and 

fire which, to the surprise of many, he displayed in his 

speeches during the Bradlaugh controversy. 

Arthur James Balfour was the final member of the 

Fourth Party. He often claimed that he had taken a seat 

on the front bench because it was the only comfortable 

place for him to sit due to his long legs. Despite an 

ability to extemporize, Balfour's main contribution to the 

Fourth Party was his access to his uncle, the Third 

Marquess of Salisbury. Salisbury was one of the 

acknowledged leaders of the Conservative Party and had 

served Disraeli well as a replacement for Lord Derby as 

Foreign Secretary. F. Hugh O'Donnell summed up the 

membership of the Fourth Party quite succinctly when he 

37 

""The best account of the affair is found in 
Philip Magnus, King Edward the Seventh (New York: E. P. 
Dutton and Company, Inc., 1964), 143-150. The aggrieved 
husband, Lord Aylesford, ended up in Big Spring, Texas, 
where he valiantly tried to drink himself to death. 

82 



wrote, "Drummond Wolff started the Fourth party; Gorst 

made it; Churchill led it; Balfour adorned it."̂ ^ 

R. E. Quinault has made quite a spirited argument 

that the primary reason for the attack on Bradlaugh by 

Churchill, Gorst, and Wolff was their strong religious 

39 

beliefs." Quinault did seem to ignore some evidence to 

the contrary. For example, Quinault quoted Lady Dorothy 

Nevill to establish that Wolff's mother was an extremely 

religious woman.*" Lady Dorothy was a first cousin of Sir 

Henry Drummond Wolff and often entertained the Fourth 

Party at her famous Sunday luncheons. Quinault neglected 

to mention that Lady Dorothy had earlier commented that 

He [Wolff] then went in for politics, sitting as 
member for Christchurch and Portsmouth, and 
distinguishing (if such a word is applicable) himself 
by violent opposition to Mr. Bradlaugh's being 
allowed to take the oath, though, as a matter of 
fact. Sir Henry himself was not an extraordinarily 
religious man.* 

In relying on some of the comments of the journalist Henry 

W. Lucy, Quinault seemed to overlook the fact that Lucy 

^^O'Donnell, History of the Irish Parliamentary Party, 
vol. 1, 488. 

^̂ R. E. Quinault, "The Fourth Party and the 
Conservative Opposition to Bradlaugh 1880-1888," The 
English Historical Review 91 (April 1976): 315-340. 

*°Ibid., 318-319. See note 1, 319. 

*^Dorothy Fanny Walpole Nevill, Under Five Reigns, 
edited by Ralph Nevill (London: Methuen and Company, Ltd., 
1910), 199. 
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often flavored his comments with sarcasm so that 

statements concerning the "strong vein of religious 

feeling" held by Churchill or that "devout men like Lord 

Randolph Churchill, Sir Henry Wolff and Mr. Gorst, had 

their deepest sensibilities shocked by his avowed atheism" 

or "That was an insuperable barrier to their approval of 

his claim to take his seat" take on quite a different 

meaning.*^ After all, that "insuperable barrier" fell in 

1886 when Lord Randolph Churchill voiced no opposition in 

the House of Commons to Bradlaugh taking the oath of 

office. 

Whether religion was the major motivating factor in 

opposing Bradlaugh or even naked political expediency, 

secondary reasons abounded. Certainly, Randolph 

Churchill's defense of the Royal Family marked the 

beginning of his social rehabilitation and acceptance by 

the Court. The Prince of Wales thawed considerably. Lord 

Randolph's wife passed on exciting news to her sister. 

Randolph made a speech the other night about 
"Bradlaugh" which was a tremendous success. Everyone 
was full of it and rushed up and congratulated me to 
such an extent that I felt as tho' I had made it. I 
am told that Tumtum [the Prince of Wales] expresses 
himself highly pleased and the result is that we have 
been asked to meet both him and the Princess to
morrow, at a dance Lord Fife is to give. I suppose 

*^Quinault, "Fourth Party and Conservative Opposition, 
320. 
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that he must have been told^to do it as he is about 
the court officially. . . /^ 

As the notoriety and fame of the Fourth Party 

increased, its relations with the acknowledged leaders of 

the Conservative Party in the House of Commons worsened. 

The respect and prestige of the Conservative leader in the 

Commons was diminished when Disraeli and other 

Conservative leaders left the Commons for the House of 

Lords. Compared to the aggressive dash of the Fourth 

Party, the Conservative leader in the House of Commons and 

his lieutenants seemed drab and mild. 

Sir Stafford Northcote had been chosen by Disraeli to 

lead the Conservatives in the Commons after Disraeli had 

entered the House of Lords upon accepting the title of 

Earl of Beaconsfield in 1876. The choice was not without 

controversy. Ensor referred to Northcote as "a 

respectable adjutant, but not a brilliant captain."** The 

choice did create some disappointment. Gathorne Hardy was 

viewed as "one of the best debaters and most esteemed 

figures in parliament."*^ Hardy had some hopes that he 

would be named as Disraeli's successor in the House of 

i 0 

'̂'Jeannette Churchill to Leonie Leslie, 30 May 1880, 
quoted in Anita Leslie, The Remarkable Mr. Jerome (New 
York: Henry Holt and Company, 1954), 225. 

**Ensor, England 1870-1914, 40. 

*^Ibid. , 33. 
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Commons. His hopes were dashed. In a letter, Disraeli 

explained that while equal in seniority of Cabinet service 

and even though Hardy's superiority in "commanding 

eloquence, . . . is quite acknowledged," Northcote's "more 

frequent communication with the members" and lighter 

ministry load made him the preferred choice. Furthermore, 

the Queen had indicated that she felt she could rely only 

on Hardy in his present position as Secretary of State for 

War and felt that Hardy's increased party responsibilities 

as leader in the Commons would require a change to a less 

strenuous ministerial position.*^ 

Disraeli left unmentioned several other reasons why 

Hardy would not be chosen to lead the Conservatives in the 

Commons. Hardy, although able, was known as hot tempered 

and sometimes reacted too quickly and too strongly. Also, 

Hardy did not have the support of the Conservative Whips 

whose work entailed testing the mood of the Party 

membership in Parliament and preparing the Conservative 

members to vote on parliamentary issues. Furthermore, 

Disraeli set high standards on attendance at meetings of 

the House. Hardy often slipped away to dine with his wife 

and occasionally missed important divisions of the House. 

*^Disraeli to Gathorne Hardy, 2 August 1876 in 
Monypenny and Buckle, The Life of Benjamin Disraeli, vol 
3, 865-866. 
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Disraeli's avowed reason behind his elevation to the 

House of Lords was that his health was poor and a seat in 

the House of Lords would not be as demanding as a seat in 

the Commons. But if Disraeli's health deteriorated to the 

extent that he would be forced to resign, his most likely 

replacement in 1876 would have been the Earl of Derby. 

And Derby's preference for leader in the Commons was 

Northcote. For that matter, Northcote was far more awed 

by Disraeli than Hardy and displayed his respect for 

Disraeli more openly than Hardy.*^ In addition, the Queen 

had, not too subtly, indicated her own preference in a 

letter to Disraeli. 

The Queen hopes Mr. Disraeli is feeling rested 
and better. 

She was sorry to hear from General Ponsonby that 
he was feeling the fatigue of his work. 

She knows how valuable he is to herself and to 
the country. Should he still feel this, and that the 
fatigue of the House of Commons is too great, she 
would be happy to call him up to the other House, 
where the fatigue would be far less and where he 
would be able to direct everything. No one, no 
doubt, can replace him in the House of Commons; still 
if he felt it too much for his health something must 
be done, and he has some excellent men-especial 1y 
Sir S. Northcote—who could no doubt work under him.*° 

*^Monypenny and Buckle, The Life of Benjamin Disraeli, 
vol. 3, 865-868, and Nancy E. Johnson, ed.. The Diary of 
Gathorne Hardy, later Lord Cranbrook. 1866-1892: Political 
Selections. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1981), Introduction, 
XX. 

*^Monypenny and Buckle, The Life of Benjamin Disraeli, 
vol. 3, 831. 
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Hardy, in his diary entry for 3 August 1879, called 

this crushing blow the "great event . . . which will form 

a crisis in my political career. . . ." Hardy informed 

Northcote that he was giving up his claims to the 

leadership reluctantly. He then informed Disraeli that 

"'at no distant period'" he wanted "to be removed from the 

House and from my present office the unpleasantnesses of 

which are many. "*̂  

Hardy was elevated to the peerage in 1878 and moved 

to the India Office. But the elevations of Disraeli and 

Hardy to the House of Lords greatly weakened the power of 

the Conservatives to defend themselves from the verbal 

onslaughts of the Liberals in the Commons. One of the 

leading Conservatives in the House of Commons wrote of the 

Gladstone Parliament of 1880 that 

We were not only solidly beaten, but the Government, 
being reinforced by Chamberlain and William Harcourt, 
was in debating powers far more than a match for our 
Front Bench. It had been weak even when it had the 
prestige and authority of the Government behind it; 
deprived of these extraneous influences it became, 
for the time being, quite incapable of holding its 
own with the Treasury Bench.^^ 

The Liberal victory in the General Election of 1880 

involved Northcote in one of the curious transformations 

*^Johnson, ed.. The Diary of Gathorne Hardy. 285-286, 
entry for 3 August 1879. 

50 Lord George Hamilton, Parliamentary Reminiscences and 
Reflections: 1868 to 1885 (London: John Murray, 1916), 177. 
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of British Parliamentary government: Northcote, within a 

few weeks, had been transformed from the Leader of Her 

Majesty's Government in the House of Commons into the 

Leader of Her Majesty's Loyal Opposition in the Commons. 

The Loyal Opposition has a dual role in that "it seeks to 

expose the deficiencies of Her Majesty's Government, and 

ultimately to replace it."̂ ^ But Northcote faced a problem 

that the modern Leader of the Opposition does not face. 

The Opposition leader today can reasonably expect to 

become Prime Minister if the present Government falls. In 

Northcote's situation, the fall of the Gladstone 

Government would return him to office but only as a 

subordinate of Disraeli. Thus, Northcote's influence in 

the House of Commons and his ability to control and direct 

the individual Conservative members of the Commons was 

diminished. Even Disraeli found it difficult to exercise 

strict party discipline during a period when the party was 

out of power. The nature of the British parliamentary 

system made it so. 

The General Election of 1880 was a setback for the 

Conservative Party. But, strangely enough, what may be a 

setback for a great party may be a time of advancement for 

the individual members of that party. Sir Edward Clarke, 

5t R. M. Punnett, Front-Bench Opposition: the Role of 
the Leader of the Opposition, the Shadow Cabinet and Shadow 
Government in British Politics (London: Heinemann, 1973), 
4. 
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whose victory in a Southwark by-election had encouraged 

the Conservatives to dissolve Parliament, lost his seat in 

the General Election. Within five months, Clarke won 

another by-election and was returned to Parliament. Years 

later Clarke remarked: 

The fortunate man is he who finds himself in the 
House of Commons when his party has just been 
defeated and turned out of office. Then is the 
golden opportunity which he too often allows to let 
slip. His Whips appreciate eloquence in a way which 
was quite impossible to them when in office. The 
effective speech which stimulates debate and 
incidentally prevents the progress of Government 
business is a sure passport to their favour, and it 
is in these early days of a new Pariiament_that 
future under-secretaryships are won. . . 52 

At a much later date, Arthur Balfour expanded on Clarke's 

views: 

Very different are the functions of the 
independent members of the Opposition. When, in the 
hour of their defeat, they moved from Mr. Speaker's 
right hand to his left they lost greatly in 
collective power, but they gained in individual 
freedom. Party discipline is looser; personal 
initiative finds more openings; and the art of attack 
offers to the ingenious Parliamentarian a greater 
scope and variety of method than the counter-art of 
defence. In short, from the point of view of the 
unofficial members, it is more amusing to criticise 
than to praise, to expose the blunders of your 
opponents than the merits of your friends; so, at 
least, it seemed to me in the year 1880.^^ 

^^Clarke, The Story of My Life, 172. 

53 Balfour, Chapters of Autobiography, 134 
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The role of the official leadership of a party 

undergoes immense changes when the party is suddenly 

removed from power. The former Ministers form what is 

called today the Shadow Cabinet. 

The origins of the Conservative Party's appointed 
Shadow Cabinet can be found in the practice that 
emerged in the nineteenth century of Liberal and 
Conservative Ministerial Cabinets continuing to meet 
after the party had left office, in order to manage 
the party's affairs in opposition. . . . The 
tendency of many ex-Ministers when in opposition to 
concern themselves particularly with the affairs of 
their old departments, or with the affairs of the 
departments to which they hoped to be appointed in 
the future, dates from the nineteenth century.^* 

Arthur Balfour noted that in a change of government, 

"Those who formerly criticized have now to administer. 

Those who formerly administered are now expected to 

cri tici ze. "̂^ Balfour maintained that this role reversal 

"was disastrous to the Conservative Party" in 1880. 

Sir Stafford Northcote, Sir Richard Cross, Mr. W. H. 
Smith, were excellent Heads of great Departments, and 
able Cabinet Ministers. But when the Cabinet ceased 
to exist, and the great Departments fell to their 
opponents, they were transferred, through no fault of 
their own, from duties which they performed with 
credit, to duties which they could not perform at 
all .5̂  

^*Punnett, Front-Bench Opposition, 36. 

^^Balfour, Chapters of Autobiography, 133. 

^^Ibid., 141. 
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Balfour pointed out a fallacy of political life. 

We habitually assume that anyone who is competent to 
debate must be competent to administer, and anyone 
who is competent to administer must debate. . . . It 
is true that we do not expect all the leading members 
of any Front Bench to be orators, nor is it 
necessary. But it is certainly desirable that among 
those who have occupied the major offices, there 
should be a sufficiency of effective speakers ,to 
uphold in Opposition the credit of the Party.^' 

Balfour's complaint was that all of the first-class 

Conservative debaters in the leadership were now in the 

House of Lords. In result, the Conservatives in the 

Commons were led by Sir Stafford Northcote who, although 

he possessed many admirable qualities, was, "when it came 

to a fight, no more a match for Mr. Gladstone than a 

wooden three-decker would be for a Dreadnought."" 

Lord George Hamilton agreed with Balfour as to the 

weakness of the Conservative leaders in debate. But he 

traced the Conservative weakness back to the later days of 

the Disraeli Government after Hardy's elevation to the 

House of Lords in 1878. Hamilton did list Northcote and 

Michael Hicks Beach as the only two members of the 

Treasury Bench who were "in the first rank of 

Parliamentary debaters. "̂^ 

^^Ibid., 141-142. 

^^Ibid., 141. 

^̂ Lord George Hamilton, Parliamentary Reminiscences and 
Reflections. 144. 
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Thomas Powers O'Connor did not share Hamilton's view 

of Northcote's debating ability. In describing the 

speaking abilities of Gladstone, O'Connor wrote: 

If anything were wanting to demonstrate this supreme 
power of his [Gladstone] as an orator, it was to be 
found in the poor showing always made in such debates 
by Sir Stafford Northcote, the leader of the 
Opposition. That very estimable but rather weak man 
made a poor figure in the House. These defects of 
his incurred, and even justified, the wild exertions 
of the Fourth Party. As he lay crunched under Mr. 
Gladstone's tornado. Sir Stafford used to look a 
somewhat pathetic figure. Captain 0'Shea—who, 
contrary to the general opinion, was a very clever 
fellow, and rather witty—summed up the effect of this 
constant and painful contrast between the two 
protagonists of the parties in saying to me once: "It 
is cruel; it looks like hitting a woman". 

Hamilton did point out a serious debating weakness of 

Northcote. Hardy, in his official capacity as Secretary 

for War, had, in 1878, vigorously defended the Government 

from charges that it encouraged war to gain military 

commissions for family members of Conservatives. Hardy 

demanded that the accuser either produce evidence to 

support his charges or admit that his accusations belonged 

to that "category of statements which it was not 

parliamentary to mention." Hardy had to use such a 

circumlocutory expression because Members of Parliament 

were forbidden to call other Members liars-at least while 

they were in the House of Commons. Despite the 

^°0'Connor, Memoirs of an Old Parliamentarian, vol. 1, 
56. 
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controversy over his statement. Hardy stood behind it. 

But "Northcote, in a subsequent speech, practically threw 

him over by an explanation."^^ Hamilton erroneously 

believed that this failure to support Hardy was what led 

Hardy to leave the House of Commons for the House of 

Lords. 

Hamilton's indictment of Northcote pointed out 

another perceived weakness of Northcote. Some 

Conservatives considered him not combative enough and 

perhaps a little too quick to see the point of view of the 

Liberals. Sir Henry W. Lucy wrote on June 26, 1880: 

Everyone knows that Sir Stafford Northcote is 
one of the best, most kind-hearted, and most 
honourable men returned to Parliament. It is not so 
widely acknowledged, but it is equally true, that he 
is a man of great shrewdness, prudence, and ability. 
If he were only a little more unscrupulous he would 
pass for a wise man; or the same effect would have 
followed had not accident intervened at a critical 
period of his life and intercepted that natural 
tendency towards Liberalism which, reaching fuller 
force, carried his master to the opposite side. No 
one who has watched Sir Stafford Northcote in the 
House of Commons, whether as leader of the 
Conservatives in office, or as their titular chief in 
days of adversity, can doubt that his natural 
sympathies are with the Liberals. All his mistakes 
have arisen from obedience in the first instance to 
the impulse of his nature. This has frequently 
landed him, to his dismay, in a position of hostility 
to the party with which he is officially connected. 
. . . His party, with good reason, do not trust his 

^4bid., 142. 
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instinct; he does not respect the instincts of his 
party, . . . "̂^ 

Lucy, almost in passing, touched upon another problem 

that some Conservatives had in their perception of Sir 

Stafford. Lucy used the phrase, "carried his master to 

the opposite side." This referred to the fact that 

Northcote had served as a private secretary for Gladstone 

when Gladstone had been an up and coming Tory. But 

Gladstone had supported the Tory Prime Minister, Robert 

Peel, in a party crisis. Peel had ended the Corn Laws, 

that bedrock of Tory policy, in an attempt to save the 

Irish from the Potato Famine. The attempt failed, as did 

Peel's Government, in 1846 when most of his parliamentary 

support deserted him. Gladstone was on the road to his 

conversion to the Liberal Party in 1859. 

But Northcote did not seem to get over his former 

service to Gladstone. Lord George Hamilton wrote 

As a second under Disraeli, he [Northcote] was 
admirable—adroit, knowledgeable, and ready. On the 
defensive side he was always excellent, but he had no 
combative instincts, and was overshadowed by 
Gladstone, whose Private Secretary he had been, in 
almost everything except finance.°^ 

^^Lucy, A Diary of Two Parliaments, vol.2. The 
Gladstone Parliament: 1880-1885 (London: Cassell and 
Company, 1886), 44-45. 

^̂ Lord George Hamilton, Parliamentary Reminiscences and 
Reflections. 141. 
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Roy Jenkins added that Northcote as Conservative leader in 

the House of Commons was "somewhat over-awed vis-^-vis to 

Gladstone . . . "̂ * 

Sir Henry Drummond Wolff also mentioned Northcote's 

awe of Gladstone: 

He [Northcote] had begun life as private secretary to 
Mr. Gladstone, and he never seemed to lose his awe 
for that statesman. Indeed, some one once remarked 
in an irreverent manner that he was like an old and 
trusty retriever, who could not resist coming to heel 
at the whistle of the poacher who had first broken 
him.̂ ^ 

Commenting on Northcote as Conservative leader in the 

House of Commons, Justin McCarthy wrote: 

Sir Stafford Northcote had not the strength necessary 
to make a successful leader. Like most men who want 
natural firmness, he occasionally puts forth little 
efforts of a sort of petulant determination. He 
generally tried to be strong where he should have 
been yielding, and was almost invariably compelled to 
be yielding where he ought to have been strong. The 
result was that the House of Commons was becoming 
demoralized . . .°° 

Northcote's deficiencies as a leader became 

increasingly clear to even the stalwart Conservatives. 

Arthur Balfour acted as the eyes and ears of his uncle, 

Lord Salisbury, in the House of Commons. In a letter 

Jenkins, Gladstone, 165. 

^^Wolff, Rambling Recollections, vol.2, 253. 

^^Justin McCarthy, A History of Our Own Times, vol. 2 
(New York: Harper and Brothers Publishers, 1899), 626. 

96 



dated May 14, 1880, Balfour warned his uncle of the 

situation in the Commons: 

Northcote will find some difficulty in driving 
his team. The division on Tuesday was as much 
directed against him, as it was against Bradlaugh. 
Harry Thynne (when I told him that it was a great 
pity to divide, seeing that for once our leaders and 
sound argument were on the same side) said he could 
not agree: for it would teach Northcote not to be 
always jumping up and agreeing with the other side 
[Balfour's emphasis] without first consulting his 
friends! Fortunately strict discipline is not much 
required in opposition; still it would be a pity, if 
our people below the gangway get into the habit of 
thinking that Northcote's having voted one way is a 
sufficient reason for their voting the other! 

The Tuesday vote that Balfour wrote about was taken 

on May 11. The vote was over the nomination of members to 

a Select Committee to investigate Bradlaugh's right to 

affirm rather than take the oath. Northcote had seconded 

the motion to create that committee and, thus, had 

supported Gladstone. Henry Thynne held the position of 

Conservative Junior Whip. Northcote was losing the 

support of officers in his own party. 

Lord John Manners was an old friend of Disraeli and 

kept him informed on the activities in the House of 

Commons. He noted on July 8, 1880 that, "The Government's 

legislative ship is in the doldrums and don't make any 

headway at all; but our barque pitches and rolls 

^^Arthur James Balfour to Lord Salisbury, 14 May 1880, 
quoted in Williams, The Salisbury-Balfour Correspondence, 
51-52. 
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uncomfortably, and its crew don't answer to the 

boatswain's whistle. "̂^ Manners was warning Disraeli of 

the lack of discipline among the Conservatives and the 

potential of a mutiny. 

Manners continued his warnings to Disraeli. On July 

20, he reported: 

The least satisfactory feature of the present 
position is the slack attendance of our friends, 
which I hear sometimes attributed to their non-
appreciation of the calm and gentile spirit in which 
they are led. sometimes to the manner in which they 
are whipped.°^ 

This warning supports McCarthy's view of Northcote. 

Party dissatisfaction reached fever pitch. On August 

20, a meeting of the Conservative Party was to be held in 

the Carlton Club. On the nineteenth of August, the Fourth 

Party had dined at the Garrick. An indictment of 

Northcote was planned. 

It was arranged that Mr. Balfour should be the person 
to deliver the attack, which had been prepared in 
such an ingenious way that their dissatisfaction with 
Sir Stafford was plainly expressed without his name 
being mentioned at all. The programme was 
successfully carried out the next day. The meeting 
at the Carlton was, of course, perfectly private. 
History does not record its proceedings; but Mr. 
Balfour faithfully carried out his mission, and made 

°°Lord John Manners to Disraeli, 8 July 1880, quoted in 
Charles Whibley, Lord John Manners and His Friends 
(Edinburgh: William Blackwood and Sons, 1925), 201. 

go 

"'Lord John Manners to Disraeli, 20 July 1880, quoted 
in Whibley, Lord John Manners, 202. 
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an excellent speech in the terms that had been 
preconcerted on the evening before." 

History may not have recorded the "proceedings" at 

the Carlton that night, but Arthur Balfour provided some 

information. As usual, he reported his observations to 

Lord Salisbury: 

We are now beginning the end of the Session-
which has proved satisfactory, I think, to no one 
concerned. The Govt, have certainly lost ground-
but we can hardly be said to have gained it. The 
condition of the Party is even more unsatisfactory 
than it was when you were here. We are trampled on 
by the Govt, and we make no sign. We have no 
organization. We have no leader: -or rather our 
leader is (and, what is worse, is very commonly 
thought to be) a source of weakness, rather than of 
strength. Things got to such a pass last week that 
in order to prevent worse from happening (by which, I 
mean an attack on N. in the House), I agreed to speak 
our grievances at a meeting of the Party which 
Northcote held here last Thursday. . . . The 
substance of our complaint is not that Northcote is a 
good deal away from the House, but that when he is 
there, his object seems to be to discredit the 
actions of the independent Members-however legitimate 
those actions may be. It is entirely owing to this 
behavior that the absurd charge of obstruction has 
obtained the small measure of credit which it may be 
said to possess. It is chiefly owing to this that 
the Government have never had fairly brought home to 
them that they force important Bills through at a 
time of year when useful criticism is impossible. I 
brought forward a motion myself on the subject on 
Friday last: -and it will give you some idea of 
Northcote's notions of leading an Opposition if I 
tell you that when I went to him on the preceding 
Tuesday to ask him if it would be convenient for him 
to be there and support me, he told me that he should 
probably be absent, and if here he should probably 
take up his parable against me! The meeting on 
Thursday (at which, besides my own more direct 

^^Wolff, Rambling Recollections, vol. 2, 117. 
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criticism, the state [of] the Party was commented on 
by Barttelot [sic] B. Hope & Percy) caused him, I 
think, to modify his action in this matter: but it 
seems amazing that he should ever have contemplated 
any other course of procedure than that which he 
ultimately pursued. Dizzy, with whom I have had some 
conversation, tells me that Northcote complains that 
the independent members never consult him. In so far 
as this is true it arises from the fact that nobody 
has any confidence as to the motives which may prompt 
his advice.- He appears to have a real dislike to 
doing anything which may annoy the opposition-or 
which may modify the very excellent opinion which 
they now entertain about him: and it is the 
suspicion that this rather than a far-seeing caution 
is the real reason why he counsels inaction, which 
prevents him from obtaining the confidences of those 
who do not happen to share his peculiar views on 
these subjects. I have now grumbled enough about 
poor Northcote:- who after all is a man of many 
vi rtues.'' 

Balfour's account of the meeting at the Carlton Club 

listed respected Conservatives who found Northcote's 

leadership lacking. Furthermore, Salisbury's reply seemed 

to indicate agreement with Balfour's assessment of 

Northcote. His reply also seemed to indicate that nothing 

could be done about the situation. 

I am very sorry to hear your account of the 
state of affairs on our front bench in the H. of C. 
But I see no remedy. I am afraid that the efficacy 
of our party will decay—and that we shall not recover 
the confidence of the country, for [sic] it is the 
central figure of the party in the Commons to which 
constituencies are wont to look, if their confidence 
is asked for that party. 

^^Arthur Balfour to Lord Salisbury, 24 August 1880, 
quoted in Williams, Balfour-Salisbury Correspondence. 49-
50. 
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We must have patience and make up our minds to 
wait for some time.'' 

Many of the objections to Northcote's leadership 

centered around philosophic differences on the duties of a 

party forced into the position of the "Loyal Opposition." 

The Fourth Party's view of the role of a party in 

opposition was an aggressive one of no quarter asked or 

given. The Fourth Party would fight from street to street 

and house to house even though, given the overwhelming 

majority of the Liberals, such a fight was bound to end in 

defeat. 

Sir Stafford Northcote had a different philosophy. 

Sir Stafford Northcote . . . considered that it was 
bad policy for the minority to be frequently pitting 
itself against the majority. He held that such a 
course of proceeding involved great waste of public 
time, and that it placed the Opposition in a 
disadvantageous position before the eyes of the 
country. In his opinion it was best to give the 
Government full swing, and to adopt the tactics of 
Fabius rather than those of Minutius.'^ 

"Fabius" referred to Quintus Fabius Maximus known as 

"Cunctator," or "the Delayer" for his tactics against 

Hannibal in the Second Punic War. Fabius avoided fighting 

a pitched battle against Hannibal and tried to exhaust the 

^̂ Lord Salisbury to Arthur Balfour, 2 September 1880, 
Balfour Papers, BL Add. Ms. 49688. 

^^Lang, The Life. Letters, and Diary of Sir Stafford 
Northcote. vol. 2, 142. 
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Carthaginians. "Minutius" may be Lang's renderinging of 

M. Minucius Rufus, who was appointed second-in-command to 

Fabius. Minucius, chafing for military glory, attacked 

Hannibal while Fabius was gone. Only the return of Fabius 

saved the Roman army.^* The story does, however, neatly 

expose the contrasting philosophies of the roles Northcote 

and the Fourth Party believed a party in opposition should 

play. 

Arthur Balfour had two major presentations on August 

20. He not only administered a lecture to his leader in a 

private meeting of the Conservatives but he also tweaked 

the Liberals before the House. Throughout the first 

session of Gladstone's Parliament in 1880, the Fourth 

Party delayed, harassed, and questioned the Liberals. The 

result was that the Liberals, even with their massive 

majority, passed little legislation while they had 

promised much. Balfour's intent was to embarrass the 

Liberals by blaming them and the Irish Nationalists for 

the fact that the session was so far advanced and so 

little had been done. 

*S. A. Cook, F. E. Adcock, and M. P. Charlesworth, 
editors. The Cambridge Ancient History: Vol. 7. Rome and 
Mediterranean. 218-133 B.C. (Cambridge: University Press, 
1954), 48-51. 
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Lord Hartington answered for the Government. He 

replied that according to statistics he had compiled since 

the start of the session. 

Mr. Gorst had spoken 105 times, and asked 18 
questions; Sir H. Wolff had spoken 68 times and asked 
34 questions; Lord Randolph Churchill had spoken 74 
times, and asked 24 questions; Mr. Biggar had spoken 
58 times and asked 14 questions; Mr. Finigan had 
spoken 48 times, and asked 10 questions; Mr. Arthur 
O'Connor had spoken 55 times, "and," Lord Hartington 
added with a sigh of relief, "has asked only two 
questions." 

These six members altogether had contributed 470 
speeches, which, taking them at an average of ten 
minutes, amounted to sixty-eight hours, equal to one 
fortnight of the available time that the new 
Parliament had had at its disposal for the work of 
the nation.'^ 

The Fourth Party and the Irish Nationalist had used 

much of the nation's time. But Lord Hartington had 

neglected to add that the Fourth Party had found an 

unwitting ally among the Liberals. The Fourth Party had 

perfected the stratagem of "drawing" Mr. Gladstone out. 

Lord Randolph Churchill would usually take the lead and 

start by asking several complicated questions in all 

seriousness and then Gladstone would rise to answer the 

questions one by one in great detail. At other times, 

Churchill would goad and taunt Gladstone in an insinuating 

manner, enraging the Prime Minister. 

^^Lucy, A Diary of Two Parliaments, vol. 2, 87 
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The House would fill while the excited whisper went 
round, 'Randy's drawing him!' At last Gladstone 
would jump to his feet amid a perfect clamour of 
cheers and counter-cheers; almost at once he would 
recover his composure and deliver a majestically calm 
reply, usually of inordinate length. When he had sat 
down another member of the Fourth Party would rise 
and politely thank the Prime Minister for his reply, 
but would confess that there was one point which 
still perplexed him. Gladstone would answer with 
alacrity with another graceful little speech, only to 
see another of the terrible quartet rising to his 
feet to draw his attention to another point; and so 
it would go on, to the exasperation of Gladstone's 
col leagues.'° 

Even Gladstone's own Front Bench could not stop him from 

answering the Fourth Party. "'If you speak again,' 

growled Sir William Harcourt, a sterner partisan, on one 

celebrated occasion to his chief, 'we shall be here till 

morning. ' 

The session ended on September 7. But the wrangling 

between the Fourth Party and its leader in the House of 

Commons did not end. Both sides had appealed to Disraeli, 

Wolff received a letter in July that he thought showed 

Disraeli's support for the Fourth Party's views: 

I hope, and think, I am well informed as to the 
situation. 

I approve of the light cavalry, and all they 
have done; but I must say I cannot agree with you 
that there has been any absence of intelligence or 
enterprise on the part of the Patres Conscripti. 

Any suspicion, however unfounded, of our having 
an understanding with the Home Rulers would sever 

^^James, Lord Randolph Churchill, 89-90. 

^^Winston Churchill, Lord Randolph Churchill, 128 
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from our ranks some of our most respectable friends, 
who gradually would be joined by others. Nothing 
more injurious to a party than this provisional and 
guarded support form any section of our own friends. 

Then again, the Whigs are, for the first time, 
really alarmed since 1834; but they wish to have the 
credit of leading parliamentary opinion, and not 
merely of swelling a successful Tory opposition. 
They will resent, as they have done before, any 
treatment by us which would imply the necessity of 
our protection. 

. . . The more Chamberlain and Mundella exert 
themselves, the more inclined the Whigs will be to 
shrink from such a tainted connection. Bradlaugh, 
also, seems to be exerting himself! 

Prudence is as much required at this moment as 
enterprise. You may helo the development, but you 
must not precipitate it.'̂  

Despite his initial praise of the Fourth Party, 

Disraeli leaves the impression that he supported 

Northcote's policy. Disraeli believed that the Radical 

elements of the Liberal Party would cause a split with the 

more conservative Whigs. Disraeli believed that this was 

a situation that should be "stirred and not shaken." 

Violent attacks might force the Whigs into a defensive 

position. Disraeli also warned against overt alliances 

with Irish Nationalists because such a move would offend 

many Conservatives and elements of the public. The 

indication seemed to be that the Fourth Party must not 

appear to be in league with the Irish Nationalists. 

An attempt was made to reconcile the Fourth Party and 

the Conservative leadership in the Commons. John Gorst 

^^Wolff, Rambling Recollections, vol. 2, 263-264 
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received a letter from Northcote urging the Fourth Party 

to return to the Conservative fold. Gorst passed on its 

contents and his reply to Churchill: 

I got a letter a day or two ago from the Goat 
[The Fourth Party referred to Northcote as "the 
Goat," and those who supported his ideas were 
"Goaty."] which nearly gave me a fit. Luckily I read 
it in bed-one can support a mental shock better in a 
horizontal position. After some banalities about 
organization he went on to propose the dissolution of 
the Fourth Party in these terms: 

"I am inclined to think that the 'Fourth Party' 
has done enough for its fame, & that it will be the 
wiser course for its members now quickly to take 
their places in the main body, where they will have 
work enough & to spare." 

I have replied that we shall prove one of his 
best instruments of political warfare, hinting that 
the name "Fourth Party" (which he hates) has been 
invented by enemies to sow dissension amongst us: 
that each of us feels stronger for the support and 
wiser for the councils of his fellows; and that we 
are all determined to back him up loyally in fighting 
the combination of Whigs and Radicals who oppose us. 
If he is meditating a coalition this will hardly suit 
him.'̂  

Northcote's letter did plant a seed. Gorst wrote 

Churchill the next day with an intriguing plan: 

The opposition must be led from the front bench 
above the gangway. So long as we remain where we 
are, however powerful we may grow, however we may 
disturb, thwart, or influence the conduct of the 
leader of the opposition, we can never manage him or 
have him under our control. We shall always remain a 
Fourth Party and never become the Second. 

^̂ J. E. Gorst to Randolph Churchill, 15 September 1880, 
Papers of Randolph Churchill, Cambridge University Library, 
Add. Ms. 9248/1/11, hereafter referred to as Churchill 
Papers. 
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Suppose that we were to treat the proposition of 
the Goat as a serious one and were after mature 
deliberation to accept it, that we should at his 
request give up the idea which we had never seriously 
entertained of a separate Fourth Party, and consent 
at his invitation to take our "places in the ranks". 
We could then next session all four of us plant 
ourselves in a body on the second bench immediately 
behind Northcote. There we should have him 
completely under our thumb. He could not consult his 
colleagues without our seeing & hearing it: . . . he 
could not rise, if we pulled his coattails & told him 
not to speak yet; and we could push suggestions under 
his nose all the time he was on his legs. After 
himself inviting us, he could not very well ask us to 
go away; and unless he made up his mind to a formal 
split in which he would be the aggressor, he could 
not avoid falling under our control. In short we 
should invade the front bench, make a prisoner of the 
Goat & set him up as our leader."" 

Gorst's letter touched off a flurry of letter writing 

among members of the Fourth Party. Randolph Churchill was 

opposed to the idea, and Gorst himself came to believe 

that they could not guide Northcote easily. He also 

feared that their attempt to control him would lead to a 

fli schism in the Conservative Party.° 

Wolff wanted a meeting of the Fourth Party to discuss 

Gorst's suggestion. Personally, Wolff was against 

dissolving the Fourth Party, fearing that its members 

would lose their "distinctive position" and become "rivals 

and competitors with all the banalities of the party." He 

^^Gorst to Churchill, 16 September 1880, Churchill 
Papers, Cambridge, Add. Ms. 9248/1/12. 

^^Gorst to Churchill, 21 September 1880, Churchill 
Papers, Cambridge, Add. Ms. 9248/1/10. 
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felt that if they remained where they were, "our strength 

will increase & we shall always have some quid to give up 

for a quo. Once we renounce our present ground we could 

never reclaim it & the anxiety of the Goat shows how 

strong our ground is."^^ 

Arthur Balfour's argument was much less philosophical 

and much more to the point. His legs were so long that he 

could sit comfortably only on the Front Bench. He had no 

intention of moving.""̂  The Fourth Party would remain on 

the Front Bench below the gangway, defying both the 

Liberals and the House Conservative leadership. 

Lord Salisbury also tried to make peace between the 

Fourth Party and Northcote in a letter to Gorst. Gorst 

once again passed on the information to Churchill. 

According to Gorst, Salisbury doubted that Northcote 

believed that there was as possibility of a coalition 

being formed [this probably refers to the Whig coalition 

Gorst mentioned in his letter of September 15] because 

Northcote is "too sagacious." Salisbury pointed out that 

Northcote was in a delicate situation where "he must avoid 

menacing demonstratin [sic] which would arrest 

decompositin [sic] going on upon the other side." If the 

Front Bench had made the same time of attack on the 

^^Wolff to Churchill, 21 September 1880, Churchill 
Papers, Cambridge, Add. Ms. 9248/1/13. 

^^Winston Churchill, Lord Randolph Churchill, 133. 
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Government as the Fourth Party had, "the govt, majority 

could have shown a much more united front & their quarrels 

would not be in nearly so advanced a condition as they are 

now." Salisbury recommended a "feeble flabby resistance 

to Gladstone . . . " Gorst stated, "I dont [sic] agree in 

this, my ambition is not to wriggle into office, but to 

see a Conservative Party established with a definite 

policy which will win the confidence of the people."^* 

The Fourth Party did attempt to form a closer 

relationship with one member of the Conservative 

leadership. To show that the Fourth Party was not a 

wayward stepchild of the Conservatives, a political 

meeting was proposed to be held at Woodstock, Lord 

Randolph Churchill's constituency. Lord Salisbury was 

invited to speak and to represent the faithful party line. 

Arthur Balfour issued a strangely stated invitation for a 

member of the Fourth Party: 

I enclose a letter from R. Churchill requesting 
me to ask you to make a speech to his constituents on 
the occasion of your visit to Blenheim. The proposal 
strikes me as a cool one; and if you do not feel 
inclined to accede to it, you have only to let me 
know, and I will get you off in a manner that will 
cause no further awkwardness. It is possible that 
you may wish to deliver yourself on things in general 
during the autumn, and if so, perhaps this would be 
as convenient an opportunity as any other. . . . 

On the other hand, what Randolph says about your 
speaking to his constituents being an honour to the 

^*Gorst to Churchill, 26 September 1880, Churchill 
Papers, Cambridge, Add. Ms. 9248/1/14. 
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'Fourth Party' may really be an argument against your 
doing so. Northcote certainly dislikes us. Why he 
should do so is not very clear. A so-called Party 
which (if it is to be taken seriously at all) 
consists of only four persons, which has no 
organization, no leader, and no distinctive 
principles, cannot be regarded as dangerous, though 
it might be useful. 

Wolff has always asserted that Northcote's 
hostility is owing to a scheme he is cherishing of 
forming eventually a junction with the Whigs. But 
putting aside the fact that Wolff always suspects 
everybody of everything, I fail to see how the 
present action of members below the gangway can 
either help or hinder any such political combination. 
I can hardly believe Northcote to be such a fool as 
to think that the Tory Party can purchase the future 
support of the Whigs by showing present incapacity to 
resist the Radicals.^^ 

Lord Salisbury, in his reply to Balfour's letter, 

accepted the invitation. He then defended Northcote's 

actions: 

I am disposed with you to doubt that Northcote 
expects any coalitions with the Whigs as a party. He 
may hope by adopting a moderate attitude to lure over 
Whigs rank and file to become Tories: and this, if 
Gladstone is violent, is not an unlikely occurrence. 
I think his tactics, so far, are wise. The leader, 
even of a diminished party, must behave as the 
arbitrator between its various sections; and if he 
has fair ground for hoping to attract a new section, 
they must come within the scope of the arbitration. 
But that attitude involves no censure or slight on 
any one of the sections, who are not in the least 
bound to adopt the same attitude. If there is any 
feeling in his mind against the fourth party (which I 
have no ground for believing) it is probably due to 
the great impudence with which Wolff talks about him. 
I have no doubt Wolff's language gets around to his 

^^Balfour, Chapters of Autobiography. 146-148 
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ears, and he thinks it represents the feelings of all 
Wolff's friends.^^ 

Beaconsfield also tried to give advice to the members 

of the Fourth Party. Gorst was invited to visit Disraeli 

at his home, Hughenden. Gorst reported the results of his 

visit in glowing terms: 

Lord B. was in his talk anything but Goaty: he 
generally expressed great confidence in us [sic] 
thought we had a brilliant future before us and 
promised to help and advise us as much as he could. 
. . . We ought not to pledge ourselves to support 
the govt, in any coercive measures for Ireland. . . . 
We should therefore hold ourselves free to take what 
course we think best, when the govt, lay their 
proposals before us. B. will prevent Northcote if he 
can from making any more pledges. 
. . . He scouted the idea of Northcote thinking of 
coalitions as being inclined to Derby [Derby had 
joined the Liberals after resigning from Disraeli's 
Government]; . . . We need not consult Northcote 
when Parlt. is not sitting. . . . We shd. always 
courteously inform N. through the Whip of any step we 
are about to take in the H. of C. and listen with 
respect & attention to anything he may say about it, 
his remarks even when we disagree with them will be 
well worth attention. But just at present we need 
not be too scrupulous about obeying our leader 
[Gorst's emphasis]. An open rupture between us would 
however be most disastrous; but Lord B. thinks if we 
are courteous & firm Northcote will make no open 
rupture & wi11 not throw us over. . . . Upon 
alteration of the rules of the House there is to be 
the most absolute & unyielding resistance. Cairns 
has agreed to this & they will force N. to be firm.^' 

^^Salisbury to Balfour, 5 October 1880, Balfour Papers, 
BL Add. Ms. 49688, fol. 33. 

^^Gorst to Churchill, 9 November 1880, Churchill 
Papers, Cambridge, Add. Ms. 9248/1/23. 
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Disraeli's advice was dangerous. He was urging the 

Fourth Party to the edge of open revolt. Wolff shed some 

more light on Disraeli's advice after a visit with 

Disraeli in the autumn of 1880: 

. . . I explained how the action of the Conservative 
party was crippled by the over-caution-not to say 
indecision-of Sir Stafford Northcote, which led him 
constantly to throw us over. He replied almost word 
for word as follows: 

"When Mr. Gladstone announced his withdrawal 
from public life I fully believed his statement. 
. . . I thought that when he was gone Northcote 
would be able to cope with anyone likely to assume 
the lead on the other side, and I wanted rest. I now 
much regret having retired from the House of Commons, 
as Mr. Gladstone, contrary to my firm persuasion, 
returned. I fully appreciate your feelings and those 
of your friends; but you must stick to Northcote. He 
represents the respectability of the party. I wholly 
sympathize with you all, because I never was 
respectable myself. . . . Don't on any account break 
with Northcote; but defer to him as often as you can. 
Whenever it becomes too difficult you can come to me 
and I will try to arrange matters. Meanwhile I will 
speak to him. "̂ ° 

Along with permission to run amok, Disraeli also 

warned the Fourth Party time and again to "stick with 

Northcote," to "defer" to Northcote, to "listen with 

respect and attention to anything he may say," and his 

remarks, even when they do not agree with them, "will be 

well worth attention." But the Fourth Party suffered from 

selective hearing and heard only the licence, not the 

leash. 

'Winston Churchill, Lord Randolph Churchill, 131. 
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Lord Salisbury had been invited to speak at the 

inaugural banquet of the Woodstock Conservative 

Association, held just outside the entrance to Blenheim 

Park. Lord Randolph spoke first. He pledged that the 

Conservatives "would leave no stone unturned . . . to 

regain for the Conservative party the confidence of the 

country and the control of public affairs." Churchill 

then spoke of the necessity of unity for the Conservative 

Party. But the unity he desired was a unity of 

"unhesitating purpose, a unity of determined action, a 

unity of unswerving courage, and, above all, a unity of 

unfaltering faith . . . " Churchill praised the 

Conservative leaders of the past, he praised Lord 

Beaconsfield, and he heavily praised Lord Salisbury. He 

said not a word about Northcote. He then introduced 

Salisbury. 

Lord Salisbury was equal to the task. He praised 

Churchill's work in the session of Parliament that had 

just ended. But Salisbury also praised Sir Stafford 

Northcote, under whose "sagacious guidance" the 

Conservative Party in the House of Commons "has shown 

itself to be an active, an energetic, and a thoroughly 

united party." Salisbury was determined that Northcote 

would be recognized as the Conservative leader in the 

House of Commons. The Conservative leadership would not 
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89 
be split. Churchill proclaimed Disraeli and Salisbury as 

the Conservative leaders. Salisbury made sure that 

Northcote was also recognized in a leadership role. 

The Times misinterpreted what occurred at Woodstock. 

It reported: 

Perhaps the great value of the demonstration has been 
to show Lord Randolph Churchill and his friends in 
their right places at the foot of Lord Salisbury. 
Lord Randolph and Sir Henry Drummond Wolff are not 
bent on forming a new party with the assistance of 
Mr. Balfour and Mr. Gorst. . . . The private 
ambitions of this select band are henceforth 
consecrated to the greater task of the re-
establishment of the predominance of the whole 
party .̂" 

Sir Stafford Northcote was entirely willing to spread 

the word that there was no "Fourth Party." Appearing at 

Exeter, he attempted to explain away the Fourth Party. 

Northcote stated that the toastmaster was correct in 

mentioning a Third Party, 

but when our friend comes to talk of a Fourth Party 
he must understand that this "Fourth Party" is only 
an expression of a jocular character which has been 
introduced, but which is not a very accurate 
representation of the sentiments of any party or 
association of gentlemen in the House of Commons. 
The fact is we have our jokes among ourselves, but I 
believe you will find that the members of the Fourth 
Party, as they are called, are as true and as loyal 
to the great party to which they belong as any 
gentlemen can possibly be. However, it pleases our 

on 

"'"Conservative Banquet at Woodstock," Times, 1 
December 1880, p. 10. 

^°"London, Wednesday, December 1, 1880," Times, p. 9 
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friends to make jokes upon the subject, and we will 
only say "Let us wait and see."^^ we wi ii 

Sir Stafford Northcote did not have long to wait. The new 

session started in January 1881. Sir Stafford discovered 

that if there was a joke, he was soon to be the butt of 

it. 

9 1 •• 
"Sir Stafford Northcote on the House of Commons," 

Iirnê , 16 December 1880, p. 10. 
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CHAPTER IV 

AND A MAN'S FOES SHALL BE THEY OF HIS OWN HOUSEHOLD 

During the short session of Parliament before the 

fall adjournment, the Fourth Party had achieved some 

little success. Forcing debate on the Bradlaugh issue had 

plucked up the disheartened Conservatives. The debate 

gained some support for the Conservatives among the 

public. The tactics of the Fourth Party and other 

Conservatives aided Parnell's Irish Nationalist Party to 

delay Liberal legislation. Not only was the Liberal 

program thrown off schedule, but also the Fourth Party 

widened the fissures within the various interest groups 

that gave the Liberals their overwhelming majority in 

Parliament. However, events would soon force tremendous 

changes in the coming months not only to the Fourth Party 

but also in the Conservative Party as a whole. The year 

of 1881 would see the first split in the Fourth Party due 

to a strategy difference. It would not be the last. The 

death of Disraeli during the year signaled the beginning 

of the struggle to pick his successor in the House of 

Lords and as the leader of the party. In the meantime, 

the Fourth Party fashioned a publicity coup. 

On December 1, 1880, Vanity Fair produced a portrait 

and a detailed description of the Fourth Party. The event 

was proof of the fame or the notoriety of this 
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Conservative ginger group. Thomas Gibson Bowles, the 

editor and owner of Vanity Fair, had arranged in November 

for Leslie Ward, known as "Spy," to produce a caricature 

of the Fourth Party. 

Vanity Fair, published weekly, was a social as well 

as a political journal. Drawings of London's social 

elite, political figures, and the eccentric graced its 

pages. Bowles and Vanity Fair had covered the activities 

of the Fourth Party rather extensively and rather 

favorably during the short Liberal session of Parliament. 

An invitation to pose for the periodical and to build good 

press as well as public relations could not be easily 

ignored. Consequently, Wolff summoned Balfour to London 

and received this reply: 

By all means make an appointment for me at 12 on that 
day. I shall be haggard and ghastly of hue from the 
effects of a night journey; but that will be taken to 
be a consequence of the anxiety and labour which my 
Parliamentary efforts on behalf of my country have 
forced me to undergo, and of the pain which the 
behaviour of my colleagues has so often inflicted. I 
am afraid you have been at some trouble in the 
matter; but though I have no doubt you have used a 
great deal of strong language about me, I can assure 
you it cannot possibly be as strong as the language I 
have used about you, Bowles, and the Fourth Party 
generally. Even coming to town on Monday is a most 

nuisance. However, I resign myself.' 

Balfour and the rest of the Fourth Party met Ward at 

his studio close to Lowndes Square. According to Ward, 

^Wolff, Rambling Recollections, vol. 2, 259. 
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the group arrived "in the best of spirits."^ The four 

companions eagerly assumed exaggerated positions and 

chaffed one another about their idiosyncrasies. Ward 

captured Churchill standing, speaking from his corner seat 

with his moustaches twirled up, straining forward as if 

pulling against a leash, with his left hand on his hip. 

This position became one of Lord Randolph's legacies to 

his son. Winston Churchill copied his father's pose and 

often publicly spoke with his hand upon his hip. 

Seated next to Churchill on Churchill's left was 

Arthur Balfour with his head on the back of the bench, his 

eyes staring into space, his right hand grasping the lapel 

of his coat, his long legs crossed at the knees. On 

Balfour's left. Sir Henry Drummond Wolff's portly figure 

was perched on the edge of the bench. Sir Henry's top hat 

was tilted over the bridge of his glasses. His 

muttonchops flowed into his moustaches as he peered down 

at the book on his right knee (May's Parliamentary 

Practices). used as a desk to take notes with the pencil 

in his right hand while his left hand was inserted into 

his coat pocket. Next to him, John Eldon Gorst had his 

top hat squarely on his head with his shoulders resting on 

the bench, his legs sticking out, crossed at the ankles as 

he meditatively stroked his beard with his right hand 

^Gorst, The Fourth Party. 136. 
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while his left hand was thrust into what the viewer hopes 

is his pants pocket. 

The Fourth Party formed a symbiotic relationship with 

the press. T. G. Bowles of Vanity Fair and Algernon 

Borthwick of the Morning Post showed considerable support 

for the Fourth Party. Both men had Conservative political 

aspirations. In addition, Borthwick was a personal friend 

of Churchill. But political ambition and friendship 

aside, the Fourth Party and, in particular, Lord Randolph 

Churchill, were "good copy." On December 21, 1880, 

Churchill made a speech at Preston. The Preston meeting 

"was the first of his speeches to be reported verbatim in 

a metropolitan newspaper."^ But it was certainly not to 

be the last time that Churchill's speeches were reported 

verbatim. Year after year, newspapers reported the entire 

text of Churchill's speeches. According to his son. 

His speeches were effective far beyond the 
circles of his hearers. As early as the spring of 
1881 the Morning Post began to report him verbatim. 
Mr. Chenery [editor of the Times]. always a firm 
believer in his genius, followed this example almost 
immediately. Instead of that paragraph of mutilated 
misrepresentation with which so many eminent 
Ministers and ex-Ministers have to remain 
dissatisfied, column after column of The Times was 
filled with the oratory of an unproved stripling of 
thi rty-two. 

^Winston Churchill, Lord Randolph Churchill. 153 

*Ibid., 216. 
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Allowing for the admiration of an awe-struck son for 

his father, the fact remains that newspapers reported the 

words of Randolph Churchill. A regard for Lord Randolph's 

"genius" may not have had that much to do with the 

coverage. Often the articles were vicious in their 

opposition to Churchill. Yet ultimately, this involved 

hundreds of columns of publicity. Not until December of 

1883 did the Liberals figure out how Churchill received so 

much coverage even in papers that supported the Liberals. 

Edward Hamilton, the personal secretary of W. E. 

Gladstone, recorded that 

R. Churchill has made another speech. This time 
his text was Ireland. His utterances were strong but 
not quite so random. The "Times" [sic] prints his 
speeches verbatim, giving him 3 columns. He sends 
them to the editor all written out before he delivers 
them six—days beforehand (according to H. 
Calcraft)r 

Churchill was simply smart enough to make it easy for 

reporters to cover his speeches. In addition, his 

flamboyant style encouraged coverage whether the newspaper 

was politically biased in his favor or not. 

Thomas Chenery, the editor of the Times, expressed 

his admiration for the Fourth Party as early as the fall 

of 1880. Sir Henry Drummond Wolff mentioned Chenery in a 

letter to Lord Randolph. 

^Diary of Sir Edward Walter Hamilton, BL Add. MS. 48635 
fol. 31, entry for 20 December 1883. 
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After you left yesterday I received two very 
handsome tributes to the Fourth Party-the one from 
Lord Cadogan who said that he would look with dread 
at its being done away with as being the only portion 
of the party that did any good at all-the other was 
from a man whose name I cannot recollect, and who 
came up to me in St. James Street to say he had been 
staying with Chenery, the Editor of The Times, who 
had expressed himself very warmly as to the future of 
the Fourth Party. I shall try and see Chenery; and 
as Burrows was sent to the Wali's forces I shall 
endeavour. I hope with better success, to confirm his 
fidelity.^ 

Whether or not Chenery's "fidelity" was "confirmed," 

he allowed the members of the Fourth Party to contribute 

to the Times just as Borthwick and Bowles allowed the 

Fourth Party to contribute to their papers. Lord Randolph 

Churchill contributed some unsigned articles to the Times, 

but Chenery wanted more. The Times was a Liberal organ. 

Articles giving insight to the problems of the 

Conservative Party were always welcomed. But a signed 

article from Churchill would not only be a "scoop" but had 

the added bonus of sowing dissention in the Conservative 

ranks. Late in 1882, Chenery replied to a letter from 

Churchi11. 

Thanks for your letter and for the indication of 
your views contained in it. I think the remarks on 
the late session, particularly the autumn addendum to 
it, and the prospects on the next, especially as 
regards the position and the leadership of the 
Conservative party are well fitted for discussion at 

^Wolff to Churchill, 29 September 1880, Churchill 
Papers, Cambridge, Add. Ms. 9248/1/15. 

121 



the present time, as we are really only two months 
distant from the beginning of the next session. 

It occurs to me that if you were to write 
another letter, or what is called a "signed article" 
to be published in the Times [sic], it could produce 
an impression, and direct attention to the points 
which it is desirable to make prominent.' 

Chenery and the other editors used the Fourth Party 

for their own purposes in promoting circulation. However, 

the Fourth Party used the press for its purposes as well, 

to promote its issues and to press the leadership of the 

Liberal and Conservative parties. In attempting to 

manipulate the press, the Fourth Party made a variation of 

an adage that the Duchess of Marlborough created while she 

was in Ireland. 

Lord Randolph's mother the old Duchess of 
Marlborough was a bit in advance of her time as 
regards the benefit of publicity, for her one idea 
was that socially and politically the Lord Lieutenant 
and herself should have "a good press," and her maxim 
was "Feed the press." She would wander around at her 
parties at Dublin Castle and tapping an A.D.C. on his 
arm with her fan ask anxiously, "Have the press been 
fed?" Napoleon having announced that soldiers fight 
on their stomachs, the Duchess of Marlborough may 
have thought that journalists write on their 
stomachs, and perhaps she is right, we share humanity 
like [sic].^ 

While the Duchess of Marlborough fed the press food, 

the Fourth Party fed the press copy. Apparently the 

Chenery to Churchill, 7 December 1882, Churchill 
Papers, Cambridge, Add. Ms. 9248/1/87. 

g 

''Maud Wynne, An Irishman and His Family: Lord Morris 
and Killanin (London: John Murray, 1937), 98. 
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Fourth Party in general and Lord Randolph Churchill in 

particular did not really care whether or not the press 

they received was good or bad. They may have been among 

the first to come to the conclusion that bad publicity 

could be good publicity. The old chestnut that "I do not 

care what you write about me as long as you spell my name 

correctly," seemingly summed up the attitude of the Fourth 

Party. Gorst noted that attitude in 1880 when he called 

Churchill's attention to the negative comments that 

Churchill was receiving in the nation's newspapers. Gorst 

remarked that "one journal had the perspicuity to 

conjecture that you probably rather enjoyed it."^ 

Winston Churchill noted his father's ability to 

shock, amuse, enrage, and titillate the English public: 

Before the end of 1882 a speech from Lord Randolph 
Churchill had become an event to the newspaper 
reader. The worthy, pious, and substantial citizen 
hurriedly turning over the pages of his Times or 
still more respectable Morning Post and folding it to 
his convenience, crouched himself in his most 
comfortable chair and ate it up line by line with 
snorts of indignation or gurglings of mirth. "Look 
what he says about Gladstone. I wonder The Times 
prints such things. How lowering to the dignity of 
public life! I can't think why they pay so much 
attention to this young man. Randolph Churchill, 
indeed—preposterous! Give me the paper back, my 
dear."^° 

^Gorst to Churchill, 27 November 1880, quoted in 
Foster, Lord Randolph Churchill, 83. 

^^Winston Churchill, Lord Randolph Churchill. 217-218 
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Of some importance to the Fourth Party was the 

success that some newspapers had in painting the 

Conservative leadership in the House of Commons as the 

"Old Gang," and not quite up to the stress of leading a 

vigorous Opposition. The "Old Gang" was a term often used 

by the Fourth Party. However, Sir Stafford Northcote was 

only sixty-two years old, although he was in precarious 

health. His chief lieutenants, W. H. Smith and Sir 

Richard Cross, known as "Snelgrove and Marshall" to the 

Fourth Party, were fifty-five and fifty-seven, 

respectively. While Randolph Churchill was thirty-one and 

Arthur Balfour was thirty-two in 1880, John Eldon Gorst 

was forty-five and Sir Henry Drummond Wolff was fifty. 

But Disraeli was seventy-five and had no active challenge 

to his position at this time. Yet, as early as May and 

October of 1880, articles appeared in Vanity Fair, that 

magazine friendly to the Fourth Party, attacking the old 

Conservative methods of politics. 

Paternalistic electoral machinery, the indolence and 
class bias of the Old Gang, their obsession with the 
landed interest at the expense of the democracy—al1 
this was rehearsed, and the need for Conservative 
reorganization emphasized. Caucus must be met with 
caucus, democracy addressed on its own ground, and in 
its own language; the future issue of property 
redistribution must be squarely faced. 

^^Foster, Lord Randolph Churchill. 77. Foster believed 
that Gorst was responsible for the articles. 
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But most of the Fourth Party's dealings with the 

press were in the future when Churchill faced the crowd in 

Preston late in December of 1880. In that speech, 

Churchill anticipated the major thrust of the coming 

session and ridiculed the failure of the Government to 

maintain order in Ireland. 

How will this Government, who have been only 
eight months in office, meet Parliament; and what 
will be the message which they will have to announce? 
They will have to acknowledge the fact that Ireland 
is in open and successful rebellion; that another 
government, which knows not the Queen, has supplanted 
the Government which the English and Scotch people 
recognize; that this alien government is now, with 
impunity, directing the destinies of Ireland, issuing 
its decrees to the Irish people, and has, for six 
months or more, suspended the liberties, confiscated 
the property and imperilled the lives of hundreds and 
of thousands of the Queen's subjects. They will have 
to announce that this alien government has its own 
revenues, its own executive, its own courts of 
justice, in which persons are arraigned, tried and 
condemned, and that persons who are not provided with 
the passports of that government and who have not 
enrolled themselves as its subjects, are unable to 
obtain the necessaries of life and are cut off root 
and branch from the society of their fellows. They 
will have to acknowledge that this alien government 
is the growth of the brief period during which they 
have held office; that nothing like it has yet been 
seen in the history of Ireland; and that, before it, 
the Government of the Queen recoils paralysed and 
impotent.'' 

The Preston speech signaled an area in which the 

Fourth Party planned to attack the Liberals in the 1881 

session of Parliament. Rumors had circulated that the 

^^Winston Churchill, Lord Randolph Churchill. 153 
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Government planned to introduce a Coercion Bill that 

would, among other things, suspend writs of Habeas Corpus 

in Ireland. The Fourth Party viewed the proposed bill as 

an opportunity to drive another wedge into the Liberal 

Party. Certainly the Irish National Party would oppose 

the bill and some members of the Liberals would be opposed 

to such drastic action. At the very least, the relative 

peaceful years of the Conservative administration could be 

contrasted with the turbulence that Ireland had endured 

during the eight months of Liberal rule. Lord Randolph 

Churchill, the Fourth Party's resident expert on Irish 

affairs, opened the attack on the bill in his Preston 

speech even before the bill had been introduced and even 

before Parliament had been called into session: 

People sometimes talk too lightly of coercion. It 
means that hundreds of Irishmen who, if the law had 
been maintained unaltered and had been firmly 
enforced, would now have been leading peaceful, 
industrious and honest lives, will soon be torn off 
to prison without trial; that others will have to fly 
the country into hopeless exile; that others, driven 
to desperation through such cruel alternatives, will 
perhaps shed their blood and sacrifice their lives in 
vain resistance to the forces of the Crown; that many 
Irish homes, which would have been happy if evil 
courses had been firmly checked at the outset, will 
soon be bereaved of their most promising ornaments 
and support, disgraced by a felon's cell and by a 
convict's garb.'^ 

^^James, Lord Randolph Churchill. 103 
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But the attack on proposed government policy, intended to 

split the Liberal Party, caused a split in the Fourth 

Party and temporarily alienated the four over the tactics 

to be used against the Liberals. 

Although the members of the Fourth Party had 

occasional spats and differences of opinion, no serious 

arguments had divided the four friends. For example. Sir 

Henry Drummond Wolff was particularly susceptible to 

suspicions of conspiracy and intrigue, possibly due to his 

experiences in the East. Near the end of 1880, Wolff 

accused Balfour of keeping poor company and deserting the 

Fourth Party. Balfour defended his actions in a letter to 

Wolff: 

You accuse me of two things—dining in 's 
society and repudiating the Fourth Party. I deny 
both charges. . . . As to the Fourth Party, I did 
not repudiate it. I denied its existence, which is a 
very different thing. If there is a Fourth Party, 
and in so far as there is one, X am a member of it. 
But I do not and never will publicly admit that such 
a thing exists. We must always assert that the name 
is a joke and a device of the enemy to sow dissension 
in the Conservative Party. So shall we be able to 
preserve our independence, in spite of all the front 
benches in the world: though the Goat rages 
furiously and ex-Ministers of State gather themselves 
together against us. What I can never get you to 
understand is that what we should aim at—for our own 
sakes and that of the Party at large—is the largest 
possible amount of real independence and the 
smallest possible appearance of it.̂  

^*Wolff, Rambling Recollections, vol. 2, 259-260 
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However, the disagreement did not last and the Fourth 

Party dined at the Garrick on December 26, Boxing Day, as 

Wolff's guests, to discuss the coming session. At that 

meeting. Lord Randolph introduced a plan to limit the 

power of the rumored Coercion Bill. The violence and 

lawlessness that had occurred in Ireland over the last few 

months required a response from the Government. Most 

members of the Conservative Party would support such a 

bill even if it was introduced by the Liberals. 

Churchill's intentions were to make the passage of the 

bill as difficult as possible and to limit its powers. To 

achieve these ends, he suggested that he introduce an 

amendment that would limit the bill's duration to one year 

only. 

The proposal was audacious. It would have enabled 
all the forces opposed to the Government—from 
whatever cause—the Irish Nationalists, the 
Conservative party, the dissentient Radicals and 
Liberals, to vote together. The passage of the Bill 
must have been rendered more difficult and protracted 
than ever. And as in all probability Mr. Gladstone 
would have had to submit to a yearly limit as a 
compromise, the whole grim business must have been 
undertaken again in the next session, after hanging 
like a sword over the Government in the intervening 
months. '̂  

However, such an amendment posed some difficulties. 

The Conservatives were supposed to be the party of "law 

and order." Opposition to the Coercion Bill could tarnish 

^^Winston S. Churchill, Lord Randolph Churchill. 160. 
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that image. Also, limiting the duration of the bill to 

one year was unusual and might bring repercussions in a 

Conservative Government. At this point, a rift began to 

develop between Lord Randolph Churchill and the other 

members of the Fourth Party. Winston Churchill wrote that 

"The matter was long debated by the four partners. "̂^ 

Harold Gorst stated that the proposal " . . . involved a 

responsibility towards the Tory party as a whole from 

which Lord Randolph's colleagues shrank."^^ Arthur Balfour 

was more emphatic in his recollection of the discussion: 

"It seems, however, that neither Gorst nor Wolff nor I 

could be got to approve these tactics, and after a 

prolonged but fruitless discussion among ourselves, it was 

finally agreed to refer the question to Dizzy. "̂ ° 

John Eldon Gorst was authorized to present the 

proposal to Lord Beaconsfield. The interview took place 

on December 31. Disraeli carefully listened to the 

presentation and even had a few words of praise for the 

scheme. However, he requested time to reflect on the 

matter, promising a response within a few days. 

Parliament was set to reconvene on January 7, 1881. 

One of the traditions of the major parties of Parliament 

^^Ibid. 

^^Gorst, The Fourth Party. 161-162. 

18 Balfour, Chapters of Autobiography, 149. 
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was an eve of session dinner. Sir Stafford Northcote 

presided over the Conservative dinner at the Trafalgar 

Hotel. The Liberals dined at the Ship. At these dinners, 

copies of the Royal Speech which would be presented the 

following day were read to the parties. Whichever party 

was in power graciously provided the Opposition leaders in 

the Commons and the Lords with copies of the speech. The 

Fourth Party decided to follow this tradition and selected 

the Caf6 Royal to be the site of their first 

"Parliamentary Dinner." There 

On the night before the opening of the session of 
1881 Lord Randolph, like his esteemed friend and 
supposititious leader, Sir Stafford Northcote, 
entertained his little party at dinner. They agreed 
that they were at a disadvantage in deciding on their 
line of policy, inasmuch as they had not before them 
a copy of the Queen's Speech. Lord Randolph 
accordingly wrote a formal letter addressed to Lord 
Richard Grosvenor, the Ministerial Whip, asking him 
to be so good as to favour him and his colleagues 
with a copy of the document.^^ 

Grosvenor apparently ignored the request and the 

Fourth Party declared itself "deeply offended."^^ This was 

the last pleasant gathering the Fourth Party was to have 

for quite a while. The next day, Disraeli advised against 

implementing Churchill's plan to hobble the Coercion Bill. 

^̂ Sir Henry Lucy, The Diary of a Journalist: Fresh 
Extracts. 1910-1916. vol. 3 (New York: E. P. Dutton and 
Company, 1923), 222. 

^^James, Lord Randolph Churchill. 104. 
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Disraeli did not object to the proposal on the grounds 

that it was not likely to succeed. Lord Beaconsfield felt 

that while the proposed amendment might be a good 

"Parliamentary manoeuvre," it "was not practicable for a 

Conservative Opposition. "̂^ 

Three of the four members of the Fourth Party readily 

accepted the decision of the leader of their party. 

However, Lord Randolph Churchill was determined to 

introduce the amendment despite Disraeli's opposition. 

Churchill "was a bad person to whom to offer any advice, 

since, although he constantly asked for it he equally 

consistently ignored it if it clashed with his own 

plans."" Attempts by Lord Randolph to persuade his 

colleagues to support his plan in defiance of Disraeli led 

to a bitter argument. In the heat of the conflict, 

Churchill accused his comrades of "cowardice and 

desertion."" Finally, Churchill stormed out of the 

meeting, declaring that he would introduce and fight for 

the amendment without support if necessary. 

In the end, Churchill never introduced his amendment 

formally. He never exploded what he referred to as his 

"political dynamite." Apparently the Duke of Marlborough, 

^^Winston S. Churchill, Lord Randolph Churchill, 161. 

^^James, Lord Randolph Churchill. 104. 

^^Harold Gorst, The Fourth Party, 165-166. 
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alarmed at the intentions of his son, invoked his parental 

privileges to dissuade Lord Randolph.^* But the quarrel 

temporarily crippled the Fourth Party. Churchill seemed 

to place most of the blame for the split not on himself 

but on John Eldon Gorst. Although the Fourth Party 

continued to sit together, its members did not act 

together. Describing the awkward situation, Arthur 

Balfour recalled: ". . .1 was requested to be careful to 

place myself between Gorst and Randolph, who were both 

prepared to speak to me, though unwilling for many weeks 

to speak to each other! "̂^ 

The falling-out was soon noticed not only by the 

Conservatives but also by the Liberals. A marked contrast 

was noted in the actions of the Fourth Party from the end 

of the session of 1880 and the beginning the 1881 session. 

In the closing days of the last session, with glee and 

with vigor the Fourth Party had attacked the Government. 

But for the first three months of the session of 1881 
the Fourth Party, greatly to the satisfaction of the 
Government, practically ceased to exist as a 
political force or even as a friendly association. 
Not until the renewal of the Bradlaugh debates was 
their comradeship restored." 

^*James, Lord Randolph Churchill, 104-105 and Harold 
Gorst, The Fourth Party. 169-170. 

^^Balfour, Chapters of Autobiography. 149-150. 

^^Winston S. Churchill, Lord Randolph Churchill. 161 
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others noted the lack of action and cooperation in 

the Fourth Party. Soon newspapers and periodicals once 

again proclaimed the death of the Fourth Party. A Liberal 

organ. The Spectator, observed the following: 

That odd little creature, the Fourth Party, is 
said to be dead. . . . It ought to be, for a party 
which consists only of four men, and on the first day 
of trial splits into three factions, two of them 
numbering only one man each, ought to have lost its 
vitality; but perhaps it has not. There are 
creatures of so low an organism that subdivision 
makes no perceptible difference, and the Fourth Party 
may retain life, if it has life, and not merely 
automatic motion, even though on a question like 
Obstruction Lord Randolph votes with the Government 
and the Opposition combined, Mr. Gorst and Mr. 
Balfour vote with the Obstructives, and Sir Drummond 
Wolff walks out without voting. . . . Lord Randolph 
Churchill, a clever young man, of great perkiness, 
thought his opinions, or rather his sayings, would be 
more noticed if he became a Free-lance, and having a 
certain felicity of expression, attracted to himself 
Sir Drummond Wolff, a half-diplomatist, who knows a 
good deal about the East, and thinks he knows 
everything; Mr. Balfour, a private secretary to Lord 
Salisbury; and Mr. Gorst, a borough Conservative who 
has an idea, and very frequently expresses it, namely 
that Conservative leaders are not anxious enough to 
offer office to borough Tories. . . . The Fourth 
Party injures nothing but Conservatism, but in the 
interest of Parliamentary government we shall not be 
sorry to hear the statement confirmed that it needs 
now only an epitaph. Let us suggest for that last 
service the epitaph made on a little child: 

"If I was to be so very soon done, 
I can't think why I was ever begun."^ 

The division in the Fourth Party became a Liberal 

joke. As the Peace Preservation Bill neared passage. Lord 

2̂ "The Death of the Fourth Party" The Spectator, 53 
(26 February 1881): 273-274. 
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Randolph Churchill rose to give the bill what he called "a 

parting kick." He noted the parts played in the passage 

of the bill by the Chief Secretary for Ireland, Mr. W. E. 

Forster, and the Home Secretary, Sir William Harcourt: 

The Chief Secretary had performed to perfection the 
r61e of the heavy father-with the rod in his hand 
and the tear in his eye, constrained by a stern 
necessity-namely, the retention of Office-to 
punish, but longing, ever longing, to burst into 
rhapsodies of paternal and tender emotion. The Home 
Secretary had filled with marked ability the more 
unattractive part of the heartless Lothario-stamping 
upon and denouncing and repudiating as criminal, 
almost as incestuous, those young Irish affections 
which he and his Colleagues not so long ago 
sacrificed so much of character to woo and win. Now, 
as to the Bill itself, which was at last before the 
House in its finished state, in it, as in the 
Protection Bill, all precedent had been disregarded, 
and all Constitutional precautions had been utterly 
despised. . . . Not only did Her Majesty's Government 
abolish trial by jury for five years with respect to 
offences under it . . . but they had to observe this 
remarkable feature in the Bill, that the poacher who 
concealed a gun for the purpose of killing a rabbit 
was to be subjected to the same amount of 
imprisonment as the Fenian who imported arms and 
dynamite for the purpose, possibly, of killing great 
numbers of people. . . . That Bill was now passing 
away from them, and with it all that liberty-
destroying machinery of urgency, cl6tures. coups 
d'6tat. and Dictatorships, never, he hoped, to return 
again. They would now be told they ought to turn to 
remedial legislation. Well, he would make no remark 
on that beyond this, that remedial measures planted 
under the shelter of coercion and watered and 
nourished by the suspension of the Constitution must 
in their nature be poor and sickly plants of foreign 
origin, foredoomed to perish almost before they 
commenced to grow. . . . He wished the Chief 
Secretary joy of these beautiful Bills; but he might 
tell the right honourable Gentleman that he had 
acquired by them the undying dislike and distrust of 
the Irish people. . . . While he had never denied 
that some extreme measure or other, owing to the 
conduct of the Government, and them alone, was only 
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too necessary for Ireland at the present moment. . . 
he still recollected with unqualified satisfaction 
that coercion was a double-edged weapon which had 
before now fatally wounded those Administrations who 
had been compelled by their own folly to resort to 
it. . .2^ 

Churchill had laid serious charges against the 

Liberal ministry. Sir William Harcourt replied for the 

Government to Lord Randolph's speech. Despite the serious 

constitutional issues raised by Churchill's speech, 

Harcourt's opening remarks were more in the nature of a 

personal attack on Churchill. He took official notice of 

the quarrel in the Fourth Party in a witty and scathing 

dismissal of Lord Randolph: 

I shall not, however, occupy much time in replying to 
the observations of the noble Lord, because it is 
difficult to treat him as a serious politician whose 
remarks require argument. It is very difficult to 
understand, and has been so for the last few months, 
to which of the four Parties in the State the noble 
Lord belongs. He once belonged to his own, the 
Fourth Party; but he has managed by his conduct 
during the discussion of this Bill to dissolve that 
minute Party, and his feats, in that respect, only 
afford a fresh illustration of the doctrine of the 
infinite divisibility of matter." 

Dimsissed by the Liberals and Conservatives alike, 

the Fourth Party had reached a low ebb. The breach was 

sealed eventually. Charles Bradlaugh once again united 

the four uhlans. On March 14, Bradlaugh tried to present 

28 Hansard, 3d ser., vol. 256 (1881), cols. 834-838 

^^Ibid., col. 838. 
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a petition in the House of Commons. John Gorst 

immediately rose on a point of order that Bradlaugh was 

not a member of Parliament and thus could not present a 

petition. Gorst, attempting to summarize a resolution of 

the Commons about Bradlaugh, inadvertently referred to him 

by name. Members of Parliament could not refer to other 

members by name. Henry Labouchere, "the Christian 

representative from Northampton," then questioned, as a 

point of order, Gorst's slip. Gorst became apologetic but 

firmly stated his objections to Bradlaugh taking an active 

role in Parliament: 

I am sorry that I have not got the terms of the 
Resolution; but it was practically this: that the 
Gentleman in question—I really do not wish to be 
offensive; I would call him the "honourable Member," 
but it would be inconsistent with my argument, and I 
will, therefore, call him the "Gentleman in question" 
-might, if he pleased, make a solemn Affirmation and 
take his seat; but at his own peril, and without 
prejudice to consideration by a Court of Law. Now, 
on Friday last, the decision of the High Court was 
given, and was in accordance with the opinion of the 
Committee and of the House itself, that the Gentleman 
had no right to make a solemn Affirmation in lieu of 
taking the Oath prescribed by law. . . . What I 
submit to the House is that, under the circumstances, 
when its own Committee has determined that he is not 
entitled to make an Affirmation, when the House 
itself has confirmed by Resolution the opinion of 
that Committee, and when a Court of Law in this 
country has decided that he is not entitled to make 
an Affirmation instead of an Oath, he ought not to 
sit and vote and take part in the proceedings of this 
House as long as the opinions and judgements of the 
Committee, the House, and the Court of Law remain 

30 

uncontradicted and unreversed.""" 

30 Ibid., cols. 893-894. 
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During the debate on the point of order introduced by 

Gorst, Lord Randolph Churchill addressed the House in 

support of Gorst. Churchill repeatedly referred to Gorst 

as "my honourable and learned friend." Upon resuming his 

seat, Churchill turned to his friend and asked, "Make it 

up, Gorst?" Both Winston Churchill and Harold Gorst date 

the reconciliation of the Fourth Party to the renewal of 

the Bradlaugh debates.^^ 

The problems of the Fourth Party were minuscule 

compared to those that faced the Conservatives as a whole 

after the death of Lord Beaconsfield on April 19, 1881. 

^^Winston S. Churchill, Lord Randolph Churchill. 161, 
and Harold Gorst, The Fourth Party. 178. In his Lord 
Randolph Churchill, p. 106, Robert Rhodes James stated that 
Arthur Balfour's recollection of the date of the 
reconciliation conflicted with Gorst's. James insisted 
that Balfour indicated that the reconciliation occurred 
much earlier on February 2. However, James did not supply 
his source. Balfour did write the following in Chapters of 
Autobiography, p. 150: "It was before our reconciliation 
was finally accomplished that we all attended the Party 
gathering summoned by Lord Beaconsfield at the house where, 
in a few weeks, he was to die." He also wrote that 
Disraeli wrote an account of the meeting to Queen Victoria 
on February 10 and used the phrase "Lord Randolph at the 
head of his Bashi-Bazouks." But it is more likely that 
Balfour was referring to the February 10 meeting when he 
wrote that the reconciliation had not yet taken place. 
Disraeli regularly sent reports to the Queen and would not 
likely have waited to February 10 to inform the Queen about 
a meeting on February 2. In addition, if the Fourth Party 
had reconciled on February 2, the article that appeared in 
The Spectator in the February 26 edition would have been 
very out of date. Also, Harcourt's attack on Churchill in 
the Commons on March 11 would have been inane if the Fourth 
Party had reformed on February 2. Finally, Hansard does 
not provide any support to the idea that Churchill acted in 
cooperation with the other members of the Fourth Party 
prior to March 14. 
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Disraeli's death was shocking but not totally unexpected. 

Perhaps the first to sense Lord Beaconsfield's final 

decline was a blind Liberal, Henry Fawcett, whose wife, 

Millicent Fawcett, became the leader of the Suffragists. 

Fawcett's observations were recorded by a Conservative, 

Lord George Hamilton. Hamilton visited the House of Lords 

at the end of March to hear Disraeli speak concerning the 

continuing problems in Afghanistan. Hamilton wrote 

Coming back to the House of Commons, I overtook 
the blind M.P., Fawcett, who was then Postmaster-
General. We were privately very good friends, though 
we often had crossed swords over Indian subjects, and 
he at once said to me: "I was very sorry to see how 
ill Lord Beaconsfield is." (Blind people often 
substitute "see" for "hear.") I said in reply: "How 
do you know this?" He replied: "Oh, through his 
voice: it is the voice of a sick man, and what a 
beautiful voice it is-the finest I ever heard." 
. . . In a few days Fawcett's prediction was 
verified. Beaconsfield became seriously ill, and 
after a comparatively short attack of bronchitis he 
d i e d . . . . 

To me his death was an irremediable loss. No 
one could take his place so far as I was concerned, 
and though in subsequent Governments I had much to be 
thankful for from the consideration and kindness 
shown me by my Chief, we were never on quite the same 
plane of relationship as that on which kord 
Beaconsfield had placed himself and me.̂ ^ 

Disraeli's death was keenly felt by others. Sir 

Richard Cross lamented: "It is a great loss to the nation 

and to the Queen and to our party. How and when his 

^̂ Lord George Hamilton, Parliamentary Reminiscences and 
Reflections. 197-199. 
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successor will be chosen it is not easy to see."^^ 

Gathorne Hardy was on holiday when the first premonition 

of the seriousness of Disraeli's condition occurred: 

The Times of Tuesday alarms me more for Ld 
Beaconsfield than any previous bulletin. . . . I had 
become sanguine. He has always been a kind friend to 
me and I have looked forward to seeing him again. 
For the first time fear predominates. . . . We are 
going for the first time to dine at the Table d'h6te, 
an experiment. 9.30. there alas I heard that Lord B 
died at 4 on Tuesday morning . . . I will not 
comment on a great event but rather treat it as the 
loss of a private friend whom I really regret. 
Matters of a public kind must follow & will need deep 
consideration.^* 

The Queen was greatly affected by the death of 

Disraeli. So great was her agitation that she wrote to 

Lord Rowton, Disraeli's friend and private secretary, in 

her own hand: 

I hardly dare trust to speak of myself. The 
loss is so overwhelming. . . . 

Never had I so kind and devoted a Minister and 
very few such devoted friends. His affectionate 
sympathy, his wise council—aVL were so invaluable 
even out of office. I have lost so many dear and 
valued friends but none whose loss will be more 
keenly felt. To England (or rather to Gt. Britain) 
and to the World his loss is immense and at such a 
moment. God's will be done! I have learnt to say 

^^Cross to Smith, 20 April 1881, quoted in Viscount 
Chilston, W. H. Smith (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 
1965), 165. 

^*Nancy Johnson, ed. The Diarv of Gathorne Hardy, entry 
for 21 April 1881, 474. 
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this but the bitterness and the suffering are not the 
less severe. As yet I cannot realize it." 

Northcote also wrote to Lord Rowton and expressed 

feelings very akin to those of Queen Victoria: 

I can't write about the dear Chief. The last 
twenty years come back upon me too strongly just now 
to let me realize the end of a long and close 
friendship. The sun has been taken out of our 
political system; but that is not all our loss. 
There was such a wonderful power of sympathy in him 
that one felt sure of his understanding all sorts of 
feelings and giving comfort and council in all sorts 
of difficulties." 

Disraeli had requested a private funeral on his 

estate rather than a public spectacle. Believing 

Disraeli's choice of a private service to be an example of 

his false modesty, one of Gladstone's private comments 

concerning the funeral was less than charitable: "As he 

lived, so he died—all display, without reality or 

genuineness."^^ W. H. Smith expressed his fears for his 

party to his wife while preparing to attend the funeral: 

Lord Beaconsfield will be buried at Hughenden on 
Tuesday morning and we shall all go down to his 
funeral. I have seen him for the last time and he 
looked better in death than in life, but there was a 

^^Queen Victory to Lord Rowton, 19 April 1881, quoted 
in Lord Blake's Disraeli. 750. 

^̂  Northcote to Rowton, n.d., quoted in Monypenny and 
Buckle, The Life of Beniamin Disraeli. 4:1491. 

^^Jenkins, Gladstone: A Biography. 459. 
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sort of evidence of struggle on his face which had 
ended. 

Already men are asking who is to be the future 
Chief, and I am afraid that question will have to be 
settled." 

Smith was not the only leading Conservative to 

express fears for the party. The Marquess of Salisbury 

also revealed his uncertainty for the future of the party 

in a letter to H. C. Raikes: "I have just returned from 

the old chief's funeral. It was a very striking sight, 

and to me inexpressibly sad. It seems like the passing 

away of an epoch. What is it that lies before us?"^^ 

What lay before the Conservative Party was the 

unknown. "There was no precedent for a leader of the 

Conservative party's dying in opposition. "*° The 

Spectator, a Liberal periodical, quickly grasped that 

fact, gleefully informing its readers: "The Conservative 

Party will be thrown into temporary bewilderment by the 

death of their great leader, whose loss may prove greater 

than even their natural grief suggests."*^ The Spectator 

00 

"'°W. H. Smith to Emily Smith, 21 April 1881 quoted in 
Viscount Chilston, W. H. Smith. 165. 

^^Salisbury to H. C. Raikes, 26 April 1881, quoted in 
Monypenny and Buckle, The Life of Benjamin Disraeli. 4: 
1491-1492. 

*'̂ Richard Shannon, The Age of Salisbury. 1881-1902: 
Unionism and Empire (London: Longman, 1996), 8. 

"The Conservative Succession," The Spectator 54 (23 
April 1881): 529. 
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identified three possible successors to Lord Beaconsfield: 

the Duke of Richmond, the Marquis of Salisbury, and Lord 

Cairns. The article ventured to name the new Conservative 

leader, perhaps as an attempt to guide Conservative choice 

to the candidate least likely to cause problems for the 

Li berals: 

We believe their ultimate choice will be the Duke of 
Richmond, because a party thus bereaved of its 
leader, and with no obvious heir-apparent only 
waiting to be proclaimed, always desires, first of 
all, to feel safe; and of the three pretenders, the 
Duke of Richmond is decidedly the safest. If he will 
go out in quest of no Sangreal, he will take no "leap 
in the dark." The Marquis of Salisbury is distinctly 
not safe, not even his own party knowing what his 
policy really is, or that it does not conceal some 
Secret Agreement; while Lord Cairns will be either a 
brilliant advocate for the course which he perceives 
the party has decided to follow, the true leadership 
being held in solution, or he will endeavour to 
revive the now discredited policy of Imperialism. In 
either case he will not be regarded either as a safe 
or certain guide, his party attributing to him every 
capacity except the genius which can strike out at 
will a practicable road. There is no fourth 
alternative, for no one of the three would follow Sir 
Stafford Northcote, and the party contains no other 
Commoner of even the second rank.^ 

Sir Algernon Borthwick's Conservative organ. The 

Morning Post, had a higher regard for the abilities of Sir 

Stafford Northcote. Reporting five days after The 

Spectator. The Morning Post proclaimed 

We have reason to believe that, regard being had 
to the eminent talents, mature experience, and signal 

*2lbid. 
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public services of Sir Stafford Northcote in and out 
of office, as also in deference to other 
considerations, and especially the desirability of 
having the leader of the Opposition in the Lower 
House of Parliament, the position of Leader vacant by 
the death of the Earl of Beaconsfield, will devolve 
upon the right hon. baronet the member for North 
Devonshire. In the House of Lords the selection will 
be by arrangement, and probabilities point to the 
Duke of Richmond and Gordon as the peer on whom the 
duties of Leading the Upper House will devolve, at 
least for the present.*^ 

On May 6, the English correspondent for an American 

periodical, The Nation, tried to explain the situation to 

the citizens of the United States: 

With us in England the headship of one of the two 
great political parties usually passes unquestioned 
from one man to some other whose previous office has 
clearly designated him as the rightful successor. 
. . . But now it is far from clear who ought to take 
Lord Beaconsfield's post; nor does any regularly-
settled mode, like that of your national conventions, 
exist for deciding between the candidates. . . . [I]n 
the present case the Conservatives have got to choose 
a supreme chief to direct their entire policy in both 
Houses and the country.** 

The author, "Y.," described the strengths and 

weaknesses of the four men he deemed candidates for the 

leadership of the Conservative Party. He described the 

Duke of Richmond as "a dull, solid man, of what we in 

England call the farmer type." However, "[i]f he would 

never devise a brilliant stroke of strategy, neither would 

43 The Morning Post. 28 April 1881, p. 5. 

**"Y.," "The Tory Leadership," The Nation 32 (January-
June 1881 ), 367. 
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he be likely to get his party into a mess by any 

outrageous blunder." 

The Marquis of Salisbury was recognized as the 

candidate "whom the more extreme and noisy section of the 

Tory party are putting forward." Salisbury was admitted 

to be "a great noble with vast wealth and influence." 

Furthermore, "No member of the Upper House has done so 

much stumping or does it with so much keenness and force." 

But "Y." insists that he has two faults. "He is not wise, 

and he is not straightforward." 

Lord Cairns, noted as "far superior in intelligence," 

was described as "a singularly clear and powerful, albeit 

somewhat dry, speaker . . . " He had "great strength and 

decision of character . . . " He, too, possessed some 

faults. "He is indeed a trifle too conspicuously, though 

no doubt quite sincerely, religious . . . " Perhaps his 

greatest fault was that, "Still, after all, he is a lawyer 

and a middle-class man." 

Sir Stafford Northcote was described as less able 

than Lord Cairns but still superior to Richmond and 

Salisbury. He was described as "able and versatile." His 

speech was described as "easy and fluent" but also as 

"unimpressive." "Without ever rising to a great height, 

he never sinks below a respectable level." The major 

complaint against him was that he lacked "energy and 
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pugnacity, that he is too reasonable, too conci1iatory-

perhaps, indeed, too little of a genuine Tory." 

"Y." felt that the selection of a party leader might 

take some time. 

It is understood that the leadership in the Upper 
House will in the meantime return to the Duke of 
Richmond, who held it for a while before Lord 
Beaconsfield mounted thither, while that of the 
Commons, of course, continues with Sir Stafford 
Northcote, the general headship of the party 
remaining in abeyance.*^ 

The Conservative leaders were bewildered on the 

question of replacing Lord Beaconsfield. Three days after 

the death of Disraeli, Sir Stafford Northcote tried to 

pump the Duke of Buccleuch in a letter marked 

"Confidential" on whether or not Disraeli had named his 

successor for leader in the House of Lords. Northcote 

wrote: "It is a matter with which I, of course, have no 

kind of right to interfere; but it is of importance to me, 

as Leader of the House of Commons, to know with whom to 

confer when questions of common interest arise."" The 

Duke of Buccleuch replied that Disraeli had not named a 

successor in the House of Lords.* 

*^Ibid. 

*^Northcote to Buccleuch, 22 April 1881, Iddesleigh 
Papers, BL Add. Ms. 50041. 

*^Buccleuch to Northcote, 26 April 1881, Iddesleigh 
Papers, BL Add. Ms. 50041. 
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Buccleuch's answer to Northcote's letter is something 

of a mystery in light of a letter Disraeli addressed to 

Salisbury in December of 1880. Salisbury planned to delay 

his return to England from the Riviera due to i11 health. 

Thus Salisbury would miss the opening of the 1881 session 

of Parliament. Disraeli found Salisbury's absence 

"deplorable." However, Disraeli revealed his plans for 

the future of the Conservative Party. 

One of my dreams was, that, in Feby., I should 
be sitting behind you in the Ho. of Lords, and that 
you would be leading H.M.'s Opposition. I thought 
the publication of Endvmion would have much 
facilitated this. But this Epiphany session, and 
your letter of to-day, add to my embarrassments. 

I have communicated my general wish, among other 
matters, to the Duke of Buccleuch, but I have not got 
his answer, which is long due.*^ 

Disraeli's letter clearly indicated that Salisbury 

would succeed Disraeli in the House of Lords and perhaps 

in leadership of the Conservative Party. Perhaps 

Buccleuch never received Disraeli's message. Northcote 

continued to press for a decision for leader in the House 

of Lords. Gathorne Hardy noted in his diary that 

"Northcote met me riding & I had a good deal of talk with 

him. He is anxious that our leader shd be fixed upon for 

*^Disraeli to Salisbury, 27 December 1880, quoted in 
Monypenny and Buckle, Life of Benjamin Disraeli 3:1467. 
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problems of the highest interest press for solution. I 

see no one but Salisbury possible."*' 

W. H. Smith also believed that Salisbury was the 

proper choice for leader in the House of Lords but only of 

the House of Lords: 

No one can doubt that, if his health remains 
good, Lord Salisbury is the natural leader of the 
Conservative party in the House of Lords, and I do 
not doubt that in all questions of policy which 
affect the interests of the party as a whole, he will 
consult with Northcote and his late colleagues in the 
House of Commons in order that we may present a 
united front to the enemy. 

It is in the House of Commons that the great 
battle will have to be fought, and there the policy 
of the party will from time to time have to be 
announced and asserted. I am sure Lord Salisbury 
will recognize this.^" 

The struggle for a single head of the Conservative 

Party was abandoned on the advice of the Party Whips. 

This decision may signal a general lack of trust in the 

candidates for leader. Such a decision left hanging not 

only the question of the leader of the Conservative Party 

but also the candidates for the position. Gathorne Hardy 

revealed his apprehensions over such an arrangement in his 

diary: "Taylor says Dyke & Winn desire the two 

Leaderships without a present decision on the one. A 

*'Nancy E. Johnson, ed.. Diary of Gathorne Hardy, entry 
for 30 April 1881, 474. 

^̂ Smith to Lady John Manners, 4 May 1881, quoted in 
Lady Gwendolen Cecil, Life of Robert. Marquis of Salisbury 
3:41 . 
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fatal compromise I fear. Perhaps H.M. may select a medium 

of communication with one or the other. "̂ ' 

The determination of the Conservatives in the House 

of Commons in general and Sir Stafford Northcote in 

particular not to accept party leadership dictated by the 

House of Lords surfaced when the Standard stated that Lord 

Salisbury was the new party leader. Hardy recorded his 

and Northcote's reactions to the announcement: 

Northcote wrote to me yesterday on the subject of the 
Standard article announcing Salisbury as Leader 'of 
the party'. I had spoken to many of the absurdity in 
the first place of assuming a decision before the 
Lords have met and secondly of the assumption that 
the Lords could pretend to chuse [sic] more than a 
leader j_n the Lords. I wrote to him in this sense 
telling him he need not fear that it would be left in 
obscurity. . . . I have never doubted that Salisbury 
wd. take B's place in the Lords. I think he will 
eventually be more but that is not perhaps the 
present question.'^ 

Gathorne Hardy as Lord Cranbrook was one of the 

leaders of the Conservative Party in the House of Lords. 

He accompanied the Duke of Richmond to the meeting place 

where the Conservative Lords were to select Salisbury as 

their leader. As they walked, Richmond revealed to Hardy 

the essence of an earlier conversation with Salisbury. 

Hardy recorded that Richmond had said to Salisbury, "If 

^̂ Nancy E. Johnson, ed.. Diary of Gathorne Hardy. 475, 
entry for 4 May 1881. 

^̂ Ibid. 475-476, entry for 9 May 1881. 
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Lady S. were the Duchess of Richmond you never wd have 

been leader."^^ But Hardy wrote that no opposition was 

voiced at the meeting and Salisbury assumed the leadership 

in the House of Lords. 

Northcote and Salisbury were to share the leadership 

of the Conservative Party. But Queen Victoria revealed 

her own preferences to Sir Stafford Northcote in a 

confidential letter: 

The Queen sends a letter which she received, or 
rather Lady Ely received, from the Duke of Richmond. 
[The letter described the election of Salisbury as 
Conservative Leader in the House of Lords.] She is 
anxious to say, that she will look on Sir Stafford 
Northcote as the Leader of the great Conservative 
Party, though it may not be necessary to announce 
this now, and she wished that Sir Stafford, who is so 
old and kind a friend, should know this. 

The Queen knows that she can rely on Sir 
Stafford's loyalty and devotion to the throne and 
country, and to her personally.^* 

Queen Victoria may have viewed Sir Stafford Northcote 

as the leader of the Conservative Party. The Fourth Party 

did not have such a view. The Fourth Party set out not 

only to destroy the Liberal control of the House of 

Commons but also to weaken Northcote's position in the 

party. To weaken Northcote, the Fourth Party would turn 

53 Ibid. 476, entry for 10 May 1881. 

*̂Queen Victoria to Sir Stafford Northcote, 15 May 
1881, quoted in George Earle Buckle, The Letters of Queen 
Victoria: 1879-1885 2nd series, vol. 3 (London: John 
Murray, 1928), 218-219. 
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to the National Union of the Conservative and 

Constitutional Associations. 

As for the Conservative Party, in a little over a 

year it survived a series of crises. The General Election 

of 1880 had been a disaster for the Conservatives, turning 

them out of office. After the election, the Conservatives 

began to discover that their leadership in the House of 

Commons was not adequate to challenge a rejuvenated 

Gladstone nor the overwhelming Liberal majority. The 

death of Beaconsfield had shaken the party. The search 

for a replacement for Disraeli as the Conservative leader 

in the House of Lords and as the acknowledged party leader 

revealed fissures in the party structure. Recognition of 

the Conservative leader would have to await time and 

events. 
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CHAPTER V 

THE NATIONAL UNION AND THE CENTRAL OFFICE 

The Fourth Party had achieved recognition as a force 

in Parliament. Through the speeches of Randolph 

Churchill, the Fourth Party was building a national 

following and name recognition. But to develop a power 

base within the Conservatives, the Fourth Party turned its 

attention to the National Union. In these actions, the 

Fourth Party drew upon the precedents set by others. 

Disraeli had gained a reputation through his debates in 

the House of Commons, which often were noted for their 

biting sarcasm. The Midlothian campaign of Gladstone had 

underscored the importance of personal appearances and 

platform speaking in arousing the public. Joseph 

Chamberlain's use of a political machine, the Birmingham 

caucus, set an example of the value of organizational 

support. The Fourth Party learned from Conservatives and 

Liberals alike. The confusion over party leadership gave 

the Fourth Party an opportunity to flex its muscles and to 

test its powers. 

Neither Lord Salisbury nor Sir Stafford Northcote was 

recognized officially as the head of the Conservative 

Party except by his own personal followers. The 

Conservative Party was under a "Dual Control." Sir 

Stafford Northcote would lead the Conservatives in the 
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House of Commons and Lord Salisbury would lead the 

Conservatives in the House of Lords. Normally, whoever 

had occupied the position of Prime Minister was regarded 

as the Party leader. However, the last living 

Conservative Prime Minister died with Disraeli. Under 

such circumstances, "in theory, whoever had been the 

longer in post had the seniority of command."^ Therefore, 

Sir Stafford Northcote should have been considered the 

leader of the Conservative Party. Nonetheless, the Fourth 

Party launched an attempt to undermine Northcote's 

position and to have Salisbury recognized as the Party 

leader less than two weeks after Disraeli's death. The 

fact that the Fourth Party could do that was an indication 

of how tenuous the position was at this point. The Queen 

would call upon her choice to form a Tory ministry when 

the time came. But her choice would be guided by the 

general feeling of the Conservative Party members. A 

leader viewed as ineffectual by the Party would not be 

called upon. A candidate obviously accepted as the leader 

by the Party would be called upon by his sovereign. The 

Fourth Party relied upon this idea to have Salisbury 

recognized as the head of the Party. To carry out this 

^Anthony Seldon and Stuart Ball, editors. Conservative 
Century: the Conservative Party since 1900 (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1994), 773. 
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scheme, the Fourth Party tried to manipulate the National 

Union of Conservative and Constitutional Associations. 

Party organization was an area that technically was 

under the control of the leader of the Conservative Party. 

When in office, the Prime Minister used the Whips to aid 

in managing the party organization. Disraeli had used his 

private solicitor under the title of "Principal Agent" to 

communicate his wishes to the local party members. But 

party organization was usually under the guidance of the 

local party members in the county or borough who had an 

interest in such things. The Conservative Party relied 

upon volunteers to operate its organization. There was, 

actually, little organization. And then the number of 

voters increased. 

The history of the National Union of Conservative and 

Constitutional Associations began with the Second Reform 

Bill of 1867. The great "leap in the dark," as the Second 

Reform Bill was called by some, proposed to increase 

greatly the borough franchise. "The measure, in its final 

form, increased the electorate by 88 per cent (in the 

boroughs the increase was one of 140 per cent) and redrew 

the electoral map."^ Many felt that these newly 

enfranchised working men in the towns would support the 

Liberal Party. To increase the number of Conservative 

^Philip Norton, editor. The Conservative Party (London 
Prentice Hall, 1996), 25. 
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voters, many Constitutional and Conservative Working Men's 

Associations were started throughout the country. Lord 

Nevill, later the Earl of Abergavenny, and Henry Cecil 

Raikes wanted to unite these various entities into a 

national body. John Eldon Gorst joined Nevill and Raikes. 

Nevill supplied political and financial support and Raikes 

and Gorst supplied most of the perspiration in organizing 

the new body. Sir Edward Clarke left a vivid picture of 

Raikes and Gorst as they worked together: 

Raikes was tall and graceful; Gorst was short, thick
set, bustling, abrupt. Raikes, a poet and a polished 
speaker; Gorst, incurably prosaic, with no 
pretentions to oratory, and a total lack of humour. 
But Raikes was a little indefinite in plan, and 
careless in detail; Gorst had a genius for 
organisation; was a keen judge of men, with an 
inflexible will, and an untiring diligence.^ 

The first meeting of the National Union of 

Conservative and Constitutional Associations took place on 

November 12, 1867. Official support of the meeting was 

low since no Conservative cabinet member could be 

persuaded to attend. "It had even proved impossible to 

secure a Peer as chairman and thus Gorst, at this time a 

young and relatively insignificant M. P. had to take the 

chair."* Representatives from seventy Associations from 

Ŝir Edward Clarke, The Story of My Life. 96. 

E. J. Feuchtwanger, Disraeli. Democracy and the Tory 
Party: Conservative Leadership and Organization after the 
Second Reform Bi11 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1968), 124. 
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fifty-five towns attended. The representative body of the 

National Union, the Council, was composed of twenty-four 

members elected annually at the conference. 

At the first meeting, a curious example of the mind

set of many Conservative supporters was revealed. 

Franchise reforms made the addition of support from the 

working masses necessary for the Conservative Party to 

have a forceful voice in national policy. Yet the desire 

to keep the leadership of the National Union in the hands 

of the upper classes in a body created to appeal to the 

lower classes appeared: 

The election of officers and the Council gave 
rise to an interesting discussion: some of the 
delegates were against having any or many working men 
in prominent positions and emphasized the necessity 
of having the support of men of influence and 
prestige. These remarks highlight the dilemma of the 
National Union, and perhaps of the whole concept of 
the Tory working man at this juncture: it was desired 
to attract the support of the masses, yet preserve 
and accept the supremacy of the upper classes, a feat 
easier to accomplish in literature than amid the 
harsh realities of political life.̂  

This confusion concerning the role of the newly 

enfranchised supporters of the Conservative Party would be 

exploited by the Fourth Party. 

Another role that was eventually exploited by the 

Fourth Party was the role of the National Union of 

^Ibid., 125. 
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Conservative and Constitutional Associations in the party. 

One source, quoting from a circular, stated that the 

purpose of the National Union was to "give unity of ideas 

and action to the Constitutional Associations which are 

now being formed throughout the country." Another purpose 

of the National Union was to provide speakers for 

quarterly meetings of the associations if local speakers 

were not available." A foreign observer suggested that: 

The business of the Union was to stimulate and direct 
the organizing movement in the country, by bringing 
about the formation of new Associations, by helping 
the existing Organizations with advice and 
information, providing them with lecturers and 
speakers for their meetings, publishing pamphlets and 
reprinting speeches delivered on important political 
questions. 

The most controversial list of the duties of the 

National Union of Conservative and Constitutional 

Associations implied far-reaching consequences: 

At the opening conference of 1867 there was 
finally some discussion of the ways and means by 
which the Union might be made effective: it was 
suggested that the Union should hold meetings to 
supply information; that it should settle disputes, 
supply speakers and funds, and, if necessary, 
candidates to Associations in Radical boroughs; 
defend the policy of the Conservative government. 

Ŝir Edward Clarke, The Story of Mv Life, 98-99. 

M̂. Ostrogorski, Democracy and the Organization of 
Political Parties. Vol. 1 (New York: The Macmillan Company, 
1922), 250-251. 
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increase the influence of the Conservative press, 
popularize the party through annual meetings.^ 

The duties of supplying funds and candidates presented 

special problems for the National Union. Annual dues to 

the National Union were set at a minimum of one guinea. 

With only seventy Associations attending the first 

conference, the National Union had few funds to disburse. 

Supplying candidates would conflict with the roles of the 

Principal Party Agent and the Chief Whip of the 

Conservative Party. 

The relationship between the National Union and the 

leadership of the Conservative Party began to change after 

John Eldon Gorst was appointed party agent in 1870. With 

the title "Principal Agent of the Conservative Party," 

Gorst worked out of the Central Office of the Conservative 

Party, which was located at 53 Parliament Street. When 

Gorst became an honorary secretary of the National Union 

in 1871, he allowed the National Union to establish its 

headquarters in his office. With this move, the National 

Union also shared office space with the Conservative 

Central Office and the Central Committee. 

The Central Office carried on party correspondence. 

The Conservative Central Committee began in 1868 as an ad 

hoc committee composed of the principal agent, the whips 

^E. J. Feuchtwanger, Disraeli. Democracy and the Tory 
Party. 125. 
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of the Conservative Party, and various others including 

Lord Nevill. Lord Beaconsfield, as leader of the 

Conservative Party, selected the membership of the 

committee. The committee aided constituencies in finding 

candidates and occasionally helped to fund campaigns for 

Parliament. The Principal Party Agent was usually a 

solicitor from a London firm. In exchange for the firm's 

assistance, the firm would be allowed to defend 

Conservative Members of Parliament in the contested 

election hearings held in London. But the same Reform 

Bill that increased the franchise also required that 

contested election returns or charges of election 

misconduct be heard within the constituency. Such cases 

were no longer very profitable for London firms. When the 

Principal Party Agent resigned in 1870, John Gorst 

replaced him. 

Whatever responsibilities that the National Union 

wanted to take on were largely forgotten after moving into 

the office on Parliament Street. The Conservative Central 

Office began to assimilate the National Union. 

In fact the co-operation between the National Union 
and the Central Office became so close that their 
identities, with Gorst in the lead on both sides, 
were virtually merged. The National Union was simply 
the Central Office in its capacity as a propaganda 
agency.^ 

^Ibid., 128. 
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Some historians maintain that the Conservative Central 

Office was established to limit the role of the National 

Union in party affairs and to overlap the work of the 

National Union thus denying the newly enfranchised 

Conservatives a voice in the direction of the party.^° 

Perhaps a more likely explanation was that the changes 

forced by the Reform Bill of 1867 forced the creation of 

the Central Office as well as the National Union of 

Conservative and Constitutional Associations. 

Historically, the Principal Agent had come from the firm 

of solicitors who handled the Conservative leader's legal 

problems. But even then, the Principal Agent had to work 

with, and to some extent, under, the Chief Whip of the 

Conservative Party. Without the firm to organize party 

electoral business, a committee was created for that 

purpose. The goals of the Central Committee and the 

National Union overlapped. Eventually, each organization 

carried out the responsibilities it was best suited to 

fulfill. 

In the flush of the Conservative victory in the 1874 

election, the National Union and the Central Office were 

both allowed to languish, which frustrated Gorst. One of 

^̂ See Martin Pugh, The Tories and the People. 1880-1935 
(Oxford: Basil Blackwell Limited, 1985), 9, and Jeremy 
Smith, The Taming of Democracy: The Conservative Party. 
1880-1924 (Cardiff: The University of Wales Press, 1997), 
14-15. 
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the areas in which Conservative support greatly increased 

in the 1874 election was in the boroughs. Gorst believed 

that the increase in borough support was due to the 

efforts of the Working Men's Associations, the National 

Union, and the Central Office. Those who had worked so 

hard to reorganize the Conservative Party in preparation 

for the next election were not rewarded when the 

Conservatives took office. Gorst sensed that the reason 

behind the failure to reward those who labored in the 

boroughs was the social prejudices of the Old Guard 

Conservatives. As one historian explained the situation: 

The crux of the matter was the neglect of their 
borough supporters by the Conservative leaders. It 
was a neglect that reflected the social assumptions 
of a party of country gentlemen, not in the least 
eager to welcome the support of outsiders and 
certainly unwilling to share the rewards of office 
with them. 

Gorst refused a salary for his labors as Principal 

Party Agent. In the victory of 1874, Gorst was not 

rewarded for his efforts. He received no political 

appointment. According to his son. 

The plums of office were distributed impartially 
amongst those who had borne no share in the battle, 
whilst the man who had engineered the triumph, but 
had too much sense of the dignity of public life to 

^^James Cornford, "The Transformation of Conservatism 
in the Late Nineteenth Century," Victorian Studies 7 
(September 1963), 45. 
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press forward claims that were sufficiently obvious 
was left entirely out in the cold.^^ 

The appointment of a new Chief Whip did not improve 

the relationship between Gorst and the Conservative 

leadership in Parliament. Whether imagined or not, Gorst 

felt that the Chief Whip treated him as an inferior. "He 

[Gorst] quarrelled with Hart Dyke, the Chief Whip and 

Patronage Secretary, over their respective spheres of 

influence and function and because Dyke was inclined to 

manage electioneering from the Treasury and to regard 

Gorst as his employee. "̂^ When Gorst was officially 

replaced as Principal Agent in 1877 by W. B. Skene, he 

sent a letter and a warning to Disraeli: 

Having thus at last dropped from the position in 
which you placed me in 1870, and of which the 
functions have since the election of 1874 been 
gradually abstracted, I should like as an independent 
member of the Party, while my experience is still 
fresh, to give you my views upon the subject of our 
organisation. . . . The principle on which we 
proceeded was to find out in each Borough the natural 
political leaders, to evoke their zeal, and active 
co-operation, and to throw upon them the 
responsibility of selecting their own candidates, 
and organising their own machinery. We helped but 
never interfered. Our work was tested in 1874, and 
you will I think admit that our system was not on the 
whole unsuccessful in its results. . . . During this 
period I have found myself without any power and with 
continually decreasing influence, having had little 
or no voice in the selection of candidates and the 
management of elections, and I have had the 

^^Harold E. Gorst, The Fourth Party. 34 

^Viscount Chilston, W. H. Smith. 159. 
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misfortune to witness the whole system, to establish 
which so much trouble was taken, gradually fall into 
decay. Our organisation in 1877 is greatly inferior 
to what it was in 1874.'* 

Gorst's warnings were vindicated in the election of 

1880. In fact, Gorst was again appointed the principal 

party agent in July of 1880. By that time the number of 

Working Men's Associations affiliated with the National 

Union of Conservative and Constitutional Associations had 

grown to 310.̂ ^ However, the membership of the National 

Union was more assertive and no longer quite inclined to 

agree with the statement of Cecil Raikes that, "The Union 

has been organized rather as a handmaid to the party than 

to usurp the functions of party leadership. "̂^ The 

membership had become so unruly that the chairman of the 

Council of the National Union, Earl Percy, later the Duke 

of Northumberland, sent a warning in 1880 to Lord 

Salisbury. 

I may add privately one or two remarks with 
regard to the National Union. The truth is we are 
going through a crisis at this moment. Considerable 
irritation is felt by some of the members at the 
result of the late election, & as they think things 

*̂Gorst to Disraeli, 3 March 1877, quoted in E. J. 
Feuchtwanger, Disraeli. Democracy and the Tory Party. 135-
136. 

^̂ Martin Pugh, The Tories and the People. 9. 

Report of Proceedings at the Seventh Annual 
Conference. 1873, p. 10 quoted in M. Ostrogorski, 
Democracy. 251. 
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have not been very successfully managed at 
Headquarters they have been very anxious to be busy, 
& have shown a tendency to usurp the function of the 
Central Committee in many ways. This is of course 
quite inadmissable [sic] & I have withstood it to the 
utmost but the steam must be let off in some way, or 
we shall have a mutiny & I have been glad to see it 
take the comparatively harmless direction of 
organizing lectures, and etceteras. I tried to 
dissuade from asking the approval of any of the 
Leaders of the Party, foreseeing that it would 
complicate matters, but as they were bent upon it I 
told them they had better apply to you as their 
President than to any one else. I really think that 
your approval, qualified in any way you may think 
proper would do no harm, but, on the contrary, good. 
You may rely upon it that I shall do all in my power 
to keep them within bounds, & prevent any collision 
with the Central Committee. But they will be doing 
something [underscored twice], & it would not do to 
throw too much cold water on their zeal." 

Earl Percy's letter to Salisbury clearly indicated that 

some of the members of the National Union were restless, 

unhappy at the way the election of 1880 had been 

conducted, and eager to challenge the organization of the 

Conservative Party. 

The Fourth Party attempted to use the National Union 

Council to humiliate Northcote and to proclaim Salisbury 

as the recognized leader of the party. Actually, it was 

"the first attempt to use the National Union for a wider 

political purpose . . . "̂^ The plot was reported to Sir 

Stafford Northcote by his son, Henry, in a letter: 

^̂ Earl Percy to Salisbury, 6 October 1880, Papers of 
the Third Marquess of Salisbury, Hatfield House. 

®̂E. J. Feuchtwanger, Disraeli. Democracy and the Tory 
Party. 167. 
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Yesterday at the National Union Council a 
proposition was sprung on the meeting that a Circular 
should be sent to every Conservative Association 
throughout the country notifying them that the Union 
had selected Lord Salisbury as Leader of the Party. 

Percy and Bartlett [Ellis Ashmead-Bartlett, 
transplanted American and Conservative M. P. with the 
rock-steady nerves of Henny Penny], with some half
hearted support from Gorst, got the meeting continued 
till Tuesday, on which day we are all going down to 
squash the idea summarily. 

De Worms [Baron Henry De Worms] wishes you to 
know that he is working in your favor-in fact 
everybody is doing so with the exception of Churchill 
and Drummond Wolff-who I hear are the men who tried 
to spring this mine on the party. De Worms says he 
can vouch for this. 

I'm sorry to say Raikes supported them-at 
least so Bartlett reports. 

I understand that the leadership question is 
virtually settled. So I offer you my warmest 
congratulations thereon. 

I also hear the fact of your accession to the 
post will be formally announced in a day or two. 
These intrigues show the necessity of prompt action. 

I write only at De Worm's request. I understand 
that Wolff's idea was purely his own interests i.e. 
that S[alisbury]. had given him the Rumelian post, 
and would, he thought, be certain to employ him 
again. I fancy Churchill must have some other 
grief .̂^ 

The attempt to use the National Union to have Lord 

Salisbury recognized as the head of the Conservatives 

failed. However, the movement to proclaim Northcote the 

leader of the party also failed despite the rumors that 

Henry Northcote had heard. 

Strangely enough, this attempt to undermine Northcote 

and to promote Salisbury was ignored by the major 

^̂ Henry Northcote to Sir Stafford Northcote, 30 April 
1881, Iddesleigh Papers, BL Add. MS. 50040. 
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participants. Harold Gorst did not mention the incident 

in the only detailed history of the Fourth Party. Both 

Wolff and Balfour ignored this attempt to use an early 

sort of "grass-roots" organization for Salisbury's benefit 

in their autobiographies. Even stranger, only one of the 

biographers of Randolph Churchill, R. F. Foster, even 

mentioned the incident and he did so only in a single 

sentence." Yet the importance of the attempt can not be 

denied. Winston Churchill claimed that the Fourth Party 

remained aloof from the struggle between the supporters of 

Northcote and Salisbury for the ultimate leadership of the 

Conservative Party at the beginning. He wrote, "The 

Fourth Party stood for a long time apart from these 

activities and were individually divided as to the course 

to take."^^ Yet clearly the Fourth Party attempted to have 

Salisbury proclaimed the leader of the Conservative Party 

before he had even been officially recognized as the 

leader of the Conservatives in the House of Lords. 

Certainly Balfour's support for his uncle cannot be 

doubted. Lord Randolph Churchill and Henry Drummond Wolff 

were identified as the instigators of the movement to 

proclaim Salisbury as the party leader. The attempt by 

Gorst to stall the resolution was described as "half-

^̂ R. F. Foster, Lord Randolph Churchill. 79. 

^^Winston S. Churchill, Lord Randolph Churchill. 182. 
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hearted." Clearly the choice of the National Union to 

mount an attack on Northcote would point to Gorst since 

the other members of the Fourth Party had little or 

nothing to do with the organization. If the position of 

the Fourth Party as a whole on the question still remained 

in doubt, at least Winston Churchill's statement that 

"Between these two choices Lord Randolph seems long to 

have hung in doubt,"" cannot be accepted. A letter from 

Lord Randolph Churchill to Henry Chaplin revealed Fourth 

Party support for Lord Salisbury to replace Disraeli after 

Disraeli's death: 

As to the Goat's [Northcote's] speeches, which he has 
been making in propagation of the gospel of literary 
institutions and education, they are simply 
nauseating, and quite unworthy of the leader of the 
Tory party, who ought to leave such trifles to 
others. 

I fear Lord Beaconsfield is very unwell, and 
before long the Tory party may have to choose a 
leader. The Fourth Party are thoroughly in favour 
of Lord Salisbury as opposed to the Goat. . . . 

Winston Churchill's statements concerning the 

abstention of the Fourth Party from the early struggle 

between the supporters of Northcote and Salisbury for the 

leadership and Lord Randolph's inner struggle over which 

22 I b i d . 

^̂ Lord Randolph Churchill to Henry Chaplin, 30 October 
1880, printed in Henry Chaolin. A Memoir, by the 
Marchioness of Londonderry, 161-162 and quoted in Robert 
Rhodes James, Lord Randolph Churchill. 101. 
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man to support were probably written, at least in part, to 

deny a charge that the Fourth Party was a Machiavellian 

creation of the House of Cecil to promote Salisbury. 

The filibustering and speech-making of Churchill, 
Gorst, Wolff, and Balfour, the opposition offered to 
Northcote, the general devil-may-care insouciance and 
iconoclasm of their contributions to legislation and 
non-legislation is lovingly detailed by Churchill's 
biographers; but they do not mention one important 
aspect of the way the Fourth Party struck 
contemporary opinion, even well before Beaconsfield's 
death. This was as a front movement on Salisbury's 
behalf in the subterranean manoeuvrings for the 
succession. In June 1880, it was remarked that Wolff 
and his friends, who now "entirely ignored" 
Northcote, "took their orders from Lord Salisbury"; 
in December Labouchere still saw Salisbury as "the 
real leader behind whom the Fourth Party fight".^* 

There was some indication that Northcote suspected 

that the Fourth Party was receiving support within the 

upper levels of the Conservative Party. Northcote 

mentioned his fears in a letter to Sir Richard Cross in 

1880: 

Then they [the Liberal Government] will demand, 
or support a demand for, the cloture; and then we 
shall find ourselves in a difficulty. Our Fourth 
Party at least, and probably some others, will 
strongly object to the limitations of our privileges; 
• • • 

Both upon this question, and upon several 
others, we shall find the Fourth Party extremely 
violent and troublesome; and I am secretly uneasy 
lest they should receive a little too much 

24 R. F. Foster, Lord Randolph Churchill. 74 

167 



encouragement from quarters which I need not now 
mention." 

Northcote did not specifically name the "quarters" 

that were the source of his unease. Lord Blake implied 

that Northcote believed that Disraeli was giving too much 

support to the Fourth Party.^' However, Lord Blake did not 

provide any supporting evidence. Some evidence might 

suggest another explanation. Northcote's letter was dated 

November 29. On that same day Lord Salisbury attended the 

inauguration of the Woodstock Conservative Association 

held at the gate of Blenheim. Quite possibly, Northcote 

had started to view the Fourth Party as henchmen of Lord 

Salisbury. Such a belief would be held by many before a 

year had passed. 

Thus, the Dual Control divided the Conservative Party 

into two major camps. Willingly or not, both Salisbury 

and Northcote were drawn into the struggle for supreme 

leadership by their supporters. 

Salisbury and Northcote necessarily became 
rivals. Although their personal relations were not 
outwardly affected, neither gave in to the other, and 
their partisans engaged in intrigues which the two 
claimants might not approve but could not disown. 
Salisbury, endowed with the most delicate 
intellectual perceptions, waged his campaign with all 
the finesse and determination of a Cecil. Northcote, 

2̂ Sir Stafford Northcote to Sir Richard Cross, 29 
November 1880, Cross Papers, BL Add. Mss. 51265. 

^̂ Robert Blake, Disraeli. 730. 
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industrious and high-minded, steadfastly upheld the 
priority of his claim to be the heir of Beaconsfield. 
The former had the advantage of a great name and a 
great fortune, but was politically handicapped by 
his position in the Lords. The latter represented 
the middle-class respectability of the party and had 
the general support of Conservatives in the Commons; 
but as an opposition leader was handicapped by 
overabundant caution and personal admiration for 
Gladstone. The contrast between the two was further 
heightened by the fact that Salisbury, in spite of 
his delicate health, had unlimited political courage, 
while Northcote, in spite of his sturdy appearance, 
was already suffering from a fatal disease of the 
heart.^' 

Arthur Balfour claimed that the Dual Control, or, 

more accurately, the lack of a recognized chief of the 

Conservative Party, encouraged ambitious Conservatives to 

aspire to the sole leadership of the party. Under the 

circumstances of no avowed leader while out of power, 

"neither the practice of the Constitution nor party 

loyalty debarred any Conservative from endeavouring to 

obtain a position which, when the time came, would justify 

him in hoping for the place left vacant by Lord 

Beaconsfield's death."^^ The instability of the leadership 

question encouraged ambition. Balfour believed that these 

circumstances led Randolph Churchill to dream of replacing 

Disraeli as the next sole recognized leader of the 

Conservative Party. "Dizzy was dead; is it either strange 

^Vrancis H. Herrick, "Lord Randolph Churchill and the 
Popular Organization of the Conservative Party," The 
Pacific Historical Review 15 (March-December 1946): 181. 

^^Arthur James Balfour, Chapters of Autobiography. 152 

169 



or blameworthy that he regarded himself as Dizzy's 

predestined heir?"^^ 

The idea that a politician with less than two years 

active political experience would have pretentions to the 

leadership of the Conservative Party would seem to most 

observers to be ludicrous. However, Churchill had already 

begun to build a national reputation. The enlargement of 

the franchise created an opportunity for any politician 

willing to expose himself to the undecided masses. Most 

Conservative politicians preferred to limit their speaking 

engagements to relatively small gatherings of the party 

faithful. Randolph Churchill was an exception. Early in 

his active career he recognized the possibilities in 

actively presenting himself to the country. Taking as his 

theme the growing difficulties in Ireland, "in the autumn 

of 1880 Churchill mounted the first of the national 

speaking tours which really made his name."̂ " In the 

autumn of 1881, Churchill set off on another round of 

public appearances "with a series of violent and 

scabrous]y entertaining speeches, concentrating on 

personalities and ridicule, the Irish question, and *Fair 

Trade,' or a system of commercial Protection."* 

^hbid., 153. 

30 R. F. Foster, Lord Randolph Churchill. 88 

^4bid., 91. 
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Lord Randolph's speech at Oldham was interpreted by 

many in both parties as a blatant appeal for working class 

support. In reporting Churchill's appearance at Oldham, 

the Liberal Spectator first damned him with faint praise 

by declaring it unwise to see Churchill "as merely a self-

sufficient cadet, intent on pushing himself to the front 

by any and every means, with no political convictions 

except that Liberals are 'cads,' and with not over-many 

political scruples." The journal noted, however, that 

Every now and then Lord Randolph Churchill dashes 
forward to express, sometimes with cleverness, 
sometimes even with originality, but often in terms 
of crude brutality, an idea which is hovering in the 
minds of the less reasonable members of his party, 
who, be it remembered, are usually the large 
majority." 

Yet the article also suggested a rather startling 

role for Churchill as a sort of "trial balloon" for the 

Conservative leadership: 

You constantly find that Lord Randolph Churchill is 
saying out what the leaders behind him are 
considering whether it would or would not be 
expedient to hint. He says, "Let us rob the 
orchard," while his chiefs are pondering whether they 
could not somehow put in a colourable claim to those 
nice red apples. . . . Lord Randolph, therefore, 
goes down to a great industrial centre with the view, 
tacit or avowed, of saying such extreme things, that 
anything his chiefs may say after him in precisely 
the same direction will seem moderate and 
statesmanlike. . . . It is difficult, to us at 

^^"Lord Randolph Churchill at Oldham," The Spectator 53 
(24 September 1881): 1212. 
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least, to believe that the speaker even hoped to 
convince his audience for a moment that his wild 
proposals were either wise or possible, but there is 
no man more useful to a party than the orator who, by 
crude exaggeration and blurting out everything in his 
mind, breaks the shock of what is to come." 

The Spectator's speculation that Lord Randolph was 

being used as an agent by the Conservative leadership for 

his shock value to introduce new Conservative policies 

has, alas, evaded verification. But the article in its 

entirety pointed out two important facts: Lord Randolph 

had chosen to speak in an industrial center; and the 

majority of his audience were "Conservative working-men." 

The effects of the Reform Bills of 1832 and 1867 were 

becoming evident. As Gorst had implored, the working 

class of the urban centers had to be wooed by the 

Conservatives. Churchill's speaking tours were conceived 

to appeal to working-class audiences. The article also 

noted the violence and brutality of the speech. Or, as 

one biographer phrased it, 

On issues like the involvement of working-class 
candidates, and Fair Trade, he had begun his practice 
of anticipating his leaders by saying on public 
platforms what they cautiously discussed in private. 
While Conservative calculators were just beginning to 
think of suburbs, Churchill seemed to appeal beyond 
to the tenements. 

^hbid., 1213. 

*̂R. F. Foster, Lord Randolph Churchill. 94. 
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Lord Randolph was quite pleased not only with his 

speech but also with himself. 

I had a most warm welcome at Oldham. The meeting 
numbered some six hundred-all working men. I spoke 
for fifty-five minutes-quite entrancing (my 
speech). What would you have given to have heard 
It!!! I will, however, declaim it to you when we 
meet. Fair Trade and taxing the foreigner went down 
like butter. How the latter is to be done I don't 
know. . . . " 

Churchill's style also seemed to go "down like 

butter" with the borough Conservatives. Churchill found a 

ready audience among much ignored urban centers and 

experienced adulation and deference in the Conservative 

outback. He in turn praised the borough Conservatives as 

the future of the Conservative Party. 

Churchill progressed oratorically through the 
northern provinces in autumn and winter of 1881, 
received much in the manner, as by W. H. Houldsworth 
of Manchester, "leader of Lancashire Toryism," of a 
young crown prince of the party. Churchill 
reciprocated by extolling provincial Conservatism as 
already reviving the party and the cause.^^ 

Randolph Churchill's warm reception in the provinces 

should have been anticipated. Despite Gladstone's success 

in the Midlothian campaigns, few politicians engaged in 

Winston S. Churchill, Lord Randolph Churchill. 135. 
Inaccurately, R. F. Foster stated that Lord Randolph's 
speech at Oldham was "unmentioned in his son's biography." 
See R. F. Foster, Lord Randolph Churchill. 91. 

36 
Richard Shannon, The Age of Salisbury, 11. 
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national speaking tours. Churchill had more or less an 

open field in a new area of British Conservative politics 

However, that soon changed. 

The difficulty for the dual leadership was that by 
these orations Churchill was building for himself in 
the great centres of population a constituency vital 
to party electoral recovery but smarting under 
neglect by the Disraeli Government.^^ 

Churchill's speaking tours motivated the Conservative 

leaders in the House of Commons and the House of Lords to 

begin their own national speaking tours in self-interest. 

The duumvirate rivalled one another in energetic 
speaking tours. Northcote saw it as his duty to 
defend constitutional principles; he also saw it as 
his interest not to allow Churchill to make the 
running. It was Salisbury's interest, in turn, not to 
be out-run by Northcote.^® 

Sir Stafford Northcote was somewhat at a disadvantage 

in the public arena of platform speaking. He appealed 

first and foremost to reason. Even Sir Stafford's kindest 

biographer noted some problems in Northcote's 

presentations: 

He never had Mr. Gladstone's robustness, but he had 
great energy, and he expended it. He was not an 
eloquent orator, though his voice was clear and 
pleasant in conversation or in reading aloud. He 

^^Norman Gash, Donald Southgate, David Dilks, and John 
Ramsden, The Conservatives: A History from their Origins to 
1965 (London: George Allen and Unwin Limited, 1977), 201. 

^^Richard Shannon, The Age of Salisbury, 11. 
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was, by instinct, taste, and habit, no dealer in 
perorations; even before a popular audience he did 
not appeal much to sentiment, nor at all to passion. 
Yet he was popular on the platform. He had a telling 
knack of anecdote, and humour never divorced from 
good-humour. He did not hide his apprehensions, with 
all his courage and buoyancy.^^ 

On the other hand, Salisbury disliked making public 

speeches or "stumping." He excused his lack of enthusiasm 

by writing to his nephew, Arthur Balfour, that "As a rule 

I observe that the places where we win seats, are the 

places where no Tory leader has spoken. "*° Yet, "He made 

no less than seventy speeches in the 1880-85 period, and 

enjoyed considerable success with his lucid, direct, hard

hitting style, even though he could never hope to match 

the melodrama of a Gladstonian oration."*^ But Lord 

Randolph Churchill could. 

One of Churchill's political enemies but a personal 

friend. Lord Rosebery, who served as a Liberal Prime 

Minister from 1894-1895, wrote a biography of Lord 

Randolph about ten years after Churchill's death. In 

describing Churchill's meteoric rise in popularity, 

Rosebery stated that 

39 

"Andrew Lang, Life. Letters, and Diaries of Sir 
Stafford Northcote. Vol. 2, 217. 

*°Salisbury to Balfour, 22 September 1881, Balfour 
Papers, BL Add. Mss. 49688, f. 34. 

T. A. Jenkins, Parliament. Party, and Politics in 
Victorian Britain (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 
1996), 23. 
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He leaped into renown. He soon became the principal 
platform speaker in the country. It is no 
disparagement of others to assert that, in my 
judgement at any rate, Randolph would at his best 
have attracted a larger audience to a political 
meeting than any one, not excepting Mr. Gladstone 
himself.*^ 

Lord Rosebery believed that Churchill was at his best 

speaking before a large audience. Rosebery saw that 

Churchill possessed a sort of charisma that drew the 

people to him and made Churchill one of the most able of 

platform speakers in the early 1880s. As he explained it: 

My own surmise would be that the attraction of 
Randolph's speaking was due as much to the speaker as 
to the speech. The speech in itself was always 
excellent of its kind, sometimes fantastic, often 
exaggerated, with passages of admirable humour, irony 
and rhetorical power. But had these speeches been 
delivered by any middle-aged gentleman on the front 
bench, they would have been much less successful. It 
was Randolph's personality that was so winning; his 
audacity, his extravagance, his reckless party 
spirit; his physical qualities, his slight form, his 
modulated but penetrating voice, even his perpetually 
twisted moustache; and above all, perhaps, the fact 
that this stripling had come to stir the dry bones of 
party and to divert the jaded attention of the 
audience from actors, however eminent, of whom they 
were rather tired, to a fresh young character. He 
was in a word supremely interesting.*^ 

By early December, the speaking tours of Churchill 

and Salisbury had caught the attention of the Liberal 

politicians and the Liberal media. Both Churchill and 

*̂ Lord Rosebery, Lord Randolph Churchill (London 
Arthur L. Humphreys, 1906), 39-40. 

*hbid., 102-103. 
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Salisbury attempted to appeal to the passions of their 

audiences. However, Lord Randolph caught the brunt of the 

attack in a speech by Sir Henry James. Later, in an 

article entitled "Aristocratic Violence," The Spectator 

attacked both Lord Salisbury and Lord Randolph Churchill 

for the style of their speeches. But the article was an 

attack primarily upon Churchill. 

The expression used in Sir Henry James's 
speech at Bristol was supposed to apply chiefly to 
Lord Randolph Churchi11,-the "gutter children of 
politics,"—was intended, of course, to describe, as 
it did describe very happily, the vulgarity and 
violence of phrase which seems to be borrowed for 
politics from the coarse language of those who reel 
about half-sober in the gutter. . . . If we want the 
sort of language that was formerly treated as the 
opprobrium of working-class politicians, we must go 
to hear either the Marquis of Salisbury at Bristol, 
or the Duke of Marlborough's son at Hull or 
Manchester. . . . But we refer to this evidence of 
Lord Randolph's extreme violence, not because we 
think that it can be of any measurable importance to 
any human being what Lord Randolph Churchill, in his 
scurrilous moods, may say, but because it is a very 
curious sign of the times that our aristocracy should 
be taking up the excessive violence of tone which 
used to be regarded as the disgrace of the artisan 
class of politicians. . . . The aristocratic 
orators, in their new appeal to the masses, have got 
a pervading idea that they must paint in strong 
lights and strong shadows, and make everything they 
say quite pungent enough to be remembered, if only 
for its pungency. . . . Lord Randolph Churchill may 
entertain a Tory audience here and there by the 
excesses of his tongue; but he may be assured that 
the future is to the statesman who can convince the 
people of the wisdom of his policy, not to him who 
can express best the passions in which they have no 
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share, and the personal animosities which they regard 
with wonder, if not even with amusement.** 

The article in The Spectator pointed out that the 

Conservatives were appealing to a working-class audience. 

The article dismissed the appeal to the passions of the 

crowd as doomed to failure. But some Liberals were not so 

sure that the new style was not having its desired effect. 

Sir Edward Hamilton was the private secretary of the Prime 

Minister, W. E. Gladstone. Hamilton recorded the 

following in his diary: 

R. Churchill continues to "star" in the provinces, 
and there is no denying that he is making a position 
for himself. It is sickening to think that a man of 
such unscrupulousness and with such utter want of 
seriousness should be coming to the front in politics 
and would on the formation of a Tory Government be 
entrusted with governing this country. If politics 
were merely a question of men, not measures, I can 
conceive no serious-minded politician being anything 
but a Liberal. The Tories are bad enough as regards 
measures, but they are worse as regards men, 
commencing with Lord Salisbury and the weak-kneed 
Northcote down to such men as R. Churchill and J. 
Lowther, with whom politics is a burlesque.*^ 

Hamilton, at least, was convinced that if a Conservative 

government formed in the near future, Randolph Churchill 

had earned a place among its leaders. 

**"Aristocratic Violence," The Spectator 53 (3 December 
1881): 1527. 

*̂ Dudley W. R. Bahlman, The Diary of Sir Edward Walter 
Hamilton: Volume I 1880-1882 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1972), entry for 2 November 1881, p. 181. 
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Wearied from his speaking tour, Churchill relaxed 

over the Christmas season in Ireland and Gorst went to 

Ireland as well. All returned to London for the opening 

of the session in 1882. But the Fourth Party failed to 

re-enact its Opening of Session Dinner of the year before. 

Churchill and Wolff dined together. However, Gorst was 

taken by Balfour to dine with Earl Percy. Still, the four 

friends showed no outward signs of disunity and acted 

together at the opening of the session to disrupt the 

Liberal government's plans. 

The Fourth Party, in its attempts to delay Liberal 

legislation, was once again aided by the Liberal, Charles 

Bradlaugh. On February 21, Bradlaugh walked up the aisle 

to the Speaker's Table, pulled out a Bible, and 

administered the oath to himself. The Speaker ordered him 

to withdraw but Bradlaugh took his seat inside the House. 

Randolph Churchill quickly arose from his seat and 

declared that by his actions, Bradlaugh had vacated his 

seat. The Liberals just as quickly adjourned the debate 

until the next day. But on February 22, when Gladstone 

failed to act, Sir Stafford Northcote was able to lead the 

House in passing a resolution to expel Bradlaugh from the 

precincts of the House of Commons. When Bradlaugh 

returned to the House a little later, Northcote led the 

House in expelling Bradlaugh from his seat. Then, on 
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Northcote's urging, the House issued a writ calling for a 

new election in Northampton to fill Bradlaugh's seat. 

Edward Hamilton thought that Gladstone's failure to 

lead the House in this controversy a mistake. Allowing 

the Conservatives to lead the House split the Liberals. 

"They all acted at 'six and sevens;' some voted in the 

majority, some in the minority, while others walked out of 

the House, among whom was Mr. G[ladstone]. himself."*^ 

But Randolph had almost reached the end of his 

participation in Parliament for many months. By early 

March, he sickened and left Parliament for almost five 

months to recuperate. During his absence, growing 

problems with the reorganization of the Conservative 

political machine came to a head. 

After the disastrous General Election of 1880, John 

Eldon Gorst had been asked to return to the office of 

Principal Agent for the Conservative Party. The Central 

Committee was placed under the chairmanship of W. H. Smith 

with Edward Stanhope as the vice-chairman. Gorst was much 

more careful in negotiating the conditions under which he 

would resume the duties of Principal Agent. Smith 

recorded Gorst's conditions as he understood them from an 

interview held on July 7, 1880. Present for the meeting 

were Smith, Gorst, and Sir Stafford Northcote. 

*^Ibid., entry for 22 February 1882, 228 
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I stated to Mr. Gorst that if he gave his 
assistance in reorganizing the electoral machinery of 
the constituencies, and the party were successful, 
his services would be recognized by the offer of 
office for which he might be eligible. 

He remarked that a similar statement had been 
made prior to the Conservative Government coming in, 
and the only offer he got was an Under Secretaryship 
with the Chief in the Commons, thus practically 
shelving him. Hence he declined. 

I rejoined that he would be eligible for a Law 
Officer's appointment only if he had practice and 
position at the Bar which would justify it and he 
fully accepted this view; but he contended that if an 
offer was made, it should be one which would not 
silence him in the House or deny him the chance of 
showing his own ability and claim for further 
political promotion. 

Mr. Gorst undertook to give his cordial 
assistance and all the time his own profession did 
not require to the working out of the re-organization 
requi red.*' 

Several facts can be noted from Smith's own comments. 

Gorst was to be rewarded with the offer of office if he 

took the position of Principal Agent when and if the 

Conservative Party came back into power. He would be 

offered a Law Officer's position only if he had developed 

a successful practice and had acquired some reputation 

before the Bar. Gorst clearly implied that he had 

ambitions higher than a Law Officer's position. Finally, 

no mention was made of pecuniary remuneration for the 

*̂ E. J. Feuchtwanger, "J. E. Gorst and the Central 
Organization of the Conservative Party, 1870-1882," 
Bulletin of the Institute of Historical Research 32, no. 85 
(May 1959): 204. 

181 



office of Principal Agent. Many of these questions were 

to arise again. 

To some extent, these requirements limited Gorst's 

effectiveness as Principal Agent. Not only must he 

shoulder the duties of Principal Agent, but also he had to 

carry out his duties as a Member of Parliament and a 

participating member attempting to build a reputation in 

Parliament. Through all of this, Gorst had to build and 

maintain an active law practice not only to support his 

family but also to ensure that he would receive an offer 

of political office as a Law Officer when the 

Conservatives once again formed a government. At least 

Gorst seemed to have some inkling of the vast amount of 

work he had to shoulder because he promised to the 

position of Principal Agent only "all the time his own 

profession did not require." Still, time and priority 

conflicts were bound to develop. 

Under the new organization of the Central Office, 

Gorst's duties included finding candidates for seats in 

case of a general election but also for seats left vacant 

by resignation or death. However, Gorst could not promise 

funds to assist a candidate in running for office. Only 

the Chief Whip of the Conservative Party could offer or 

refuse funds to aid candidates. But the Chief Whip was 

not to promise funds "without communicating with Mr. Gorst 

in the first instance: and on the other hand Mr. Gorst 
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will keep the Whip and the members of the committee 

informed of all proposals and arrangements as to 

candidates." But Smith also thought that "Mr. Gorst 

should in all cases initiate proposals to spend money 

though he should have no power to do this without the 

sanction of the committee."*^ In addition, Gorst became 

the head of the office with the staff taking orders only 

from him. Such a muddled delineation of primary 

responsibilities would cause conflicts between almost any 

Principal Agent and the Chief Whip or between the 

Principal Agent and the Central Committee, much less a man 

as easily rankled as Gorst. 

Gorst then began a frustrating fight against what he 

called the "old identity," the members of the Conservative 

Party who wanted to fight for elections by the old methods 

of bribery and corruption. After about a year of 

conflict, Gorst was worn out physically and emotionally. 

He was also in need of money. He worked out an agreement 

with W. H. Smith to become a paid Principal Agent: 

I am willing to continue to conduct the business of 
the Central Committee . . . until June 21st 1882 and 
to accept the sum named as a sufficient & 
satisfactory remuneration. . . . It is of course 
meant that the sum you name has reference to the 
services of next year only and that I am entitled to 

*^Ibid., 203. 
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a like sum in respect of the services of the year 
that is past.*̂  

The "sum named" was a thousand guineas for the year 

from June 1881 to June 1882. Gorst wanted to be paid for 

the previous year at the same rate even though no such 

arrangement had been made. At any rate, Smith sent Gorst 

a check for only five hundred guineas in recognition for 

recent work done for the Party. Gorst was so angry that 

apparently he never cashed the check. 

Smith and Gorst continued to clash over the matter of 

pay. But there was another problem between them. Smith 

felt that Gorst spent too little time at the new 

headquarters of the Central Office located in St. 

Stephen's Chambers, Westminster Bridge. The National 

Union of Conservative and Constitutional Associations 

continued to share space with the Central Office staff. 

In August of 1881, Smith reprimanded Gorst for his 

conduct: 

You made a serious mistake in going away without 
a previous understanding with your colleagues at St. 
Stephen's. Neither you nor I in the position we 
occupy are at liberty to do just what would be most 
agreeable at any given moment. We are bound to 
consider the claims of the Party and of our friends. 

. . . I confess I was both surprised and 
disappointed at your absence from the Committee . . . 
your advice was really wanted and we looked for a 
plan and policy from you. 

Your absence from the House last week was a 

*̂ J. E. Gorst to W. H. Smith, 23 June 1881, quoted in 
Viscount Chilston, W. H. Smith. 163. 
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serious defection . . . although all has ended well. 
It would not have been so if men who were not at all 
more bound to come than you were, had stayed away for 
their personal convenience. 

I speak plainly because it would be most 
unfriendly not to do so. You and I have accepted 
responsibility in common with Stanhope, Percy & Winn 
in the care of the affairs of the Party and we are 
not at liberty to do what we like just when and where 
we please. . . . 

When I came back to town there was not a soul at 
the office capable of giving an order and no one knew 
where you were. . . . 

I think I have a right to speak to you as a 
friend, from all that has passed, and I am bound to 
tell you that for your own sake you must control 
yourself and avoid erratic conduct of this sort. 

You can yet attain any position you please if 
you will be guided by common sense, but you 
disappoint & distress yr. friends by these 
eccentricities. 

Not only was Smith having trouble with Gorst over the 

duties and responsibilities of the Principal Agent, Smith 

was also having some difficulties with Henry G. Percy or 

Earl Percy, the Chairman of the Council of the National 

Union of Conservative and Constitutional Associations. 

Percy and Smith drew Balfour into their controversies and 

Balfour sent a letter about their various complaints to 

his uncle, the Marquis of Salisbury in January of 1882. 

The letter revealed quite a bit about the disunity in the 

organizations established to attract support for the 

Conservative Party and to unify its members. 

^̂ W. H. Smith to John Eldon Gorst, 17 August 1881, 
quoted in Viscount Chilston, W. H. Smith. 164. 
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There are several distinct questions to be 
considered; and the first of these, raised by Percy 
not Smith, concerns the relation which Smith bears to 
the central committee. Percy's theory is that Smith 
is merely chairman of the committee, having no powers 
but such as are derived naturally from this position, 
and unable therefore to decide any question by his 
single authority. Subject therefore to the supremacy 
of the Party leaders the committee is, on this 
theory, the highest authority on all matters which 
come under its cognisance. Smith's theory, on the 
other hand is, that Lord Beaconsfield at the 
Bridgwater [sic] House meeting in 1880 gave him the 
control of the party organisation with full powers to 
choose his subordinate assistants: that the 
committee therefore merely exists for consultative 
purposes: that he puts on it whom he will (the 
discussion was raised nominally on the question of my 
appointment): and that he is not bound by its 
decisions, however unlikely he may be to differ from 
them.̂ ^ 

Percy presented a view of the Central Committee 

chairmanship similar to his position as chairman of the 

Council of the National Union. Smith would simply be 

"first among equals." But Smith viewed his position as 

controlling all party organization and responsible only to 

the party leadership. 

I told Percy that I thought this controversy 
chiefly theoretical . . . Though I still hold to 
this opinion, it has since occurred to me that if 

^̂ A. J. Balfour to the Marquis of Salisbury, 23 January 
1881, quoted in Robin Harcourt Williams, editor. The 
Salisbury - Balfour Correspondence: Letters Exchanged 
Between the Third Marquess of Salisbury and his Nephew 
Arthur James Balfour 1869-1892 (Hertfordshire: 
Hertfordshire Record Society, 1988), 76-79. However, 
internal evidence dates the letter to much later. Balfour 
probably made the same mistake many of us make after the 
start of a new year and dated the letter to the previous 
year. The letter should be dated 1882. 
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ever an appeal to the Leaders of the Party became 
necessary, it would be much easier for the latter to 
interfere if Percy's was the accepted theory, than if 
Smith's was. [A clear example of the Cecil mentality 
at work.] 

A more important question, connected with this, 
is the relation which Smith bears to Gorst. Gorst's 
theory, I beleive [sic], is that he is the sole 
executive officer of the committee, That [sic] the 
committee have the right to prescribe his action in 
the future and to canvass it in the past, but that 
all that is done must be done through him or by him. 
Smith of course, holding the views of his position 
which I have described, neither agrees to this theory 
nor acts according to it. At the recent election in 
Ireland . . . the conservative applied to Gorst, 
(then in Ireland inspecting the organisation) for 
money. Gorst, in accordance with the accepted rule, 
refused it. At the same time they applied to Smith, 
who was in London, & he at once gave them £200 . . . 

Now I certainly agree with Gorst that a concern 
in the management of which three persons (for 
Stanhope, as vice-chairman, sometimes imitates Smith) 
all think they have a right to act without mutual 
consultation is in need of reform: on the other hand 
(and to this I know Gorst would assent) Smith, if he 
is too fond of power to give up his rights, is much 
too good a man of business frequently to abuse them. 
I therefore do not regard this anomaly as a very 
serious matter." 

Gorst, too, thought he should be the only one in 

charge of the party organization. Of course. Smith 

disputed that view. Since the vice-chairman thought that 

he, too, had some power, a triumvirate existed at the 

Central Office complete with the issuance of contradictory 

orders. Balfour then detailed the essence of the Gorst-

Smith pay controversy: 

^^ibid. 
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Unfortunately however it is not only Gorst that 
thinks he has some ground of complaint against Smith, 
but Smith thinks he has great cause of complaint 
against Gorst. I told you that Gorst declined to 
take any salary for his services to the party - at 
the same time that Smith declared that he was its 
paid official. It now appears that what has happened 
is that Smith has sent him two (or according to Gorst 
one) cheque for £500 but that Gorst up till Thursday 
or Friday had neither changed nor returned them. On 
Friday afternoon Gorst shewed me (1) a letter from 
Smith asking for an explanation of this conduct, and 
also (2) a somewhat curt rejoinder on his part saying 
that he did not desire to be paid or to have the 
question of payment reopened . . . 

Having laid bare the pay question, Balfour then 

explained the issues at the heart of the controversy: 

Now it is true that I can, I think, explain 
Gorsts [sic] views on the money question, but I do 
not agree with them, any more than I agree with 
Smith's. Gorst is irritably afraid of loosing [sic] 
his "independence," of becoming Smith's "clerk," of 
being "ordered about" & so forth. Smith on the other 
hand has partly justified this by (among other 
things) writing a letter to Gorst at the end of the 
last session, (which Gorst shewed to me & Smith 
shewed to Percy,) in which he rated Gorst not only 
for being absent from a meeting of the committee, in 
which he was in his right, but also for being absent 
from the H. of Commons, in which, in my opinion, he 
was totally in the wrong. [This referred to the 
letter of Smith to Gorst on 17 August 1881.] It 
seems to me as clear as daylight both that Gorst 
ought to be the paid officer, or to behave as the 
paid officer, of the committee, and also that neither 
the committee, nor any member of it, has a right to 
interfere with his conduct of any business except 
that for which they pay him. Gorst [sic] behaviour 
in keeping, but not changing, the cheques, - which 
has greatly exercised Smith - I attribute to a long 
hesitation as to whether he should or should not 
accept a salary. He has been, perhaps j_s, greatly 
embarrassed by poverty: and I suspect that 

^hbid. 
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"independence" carried the day over "money" partly 
because he is now less in want of the latter owing to 
his having got on some board in the City. 

You will see by all this, and also by the two 
letters I enclose, that the situation as between 
Smith and Gorst is very much strained. Gorst, I 
think, does not know how strained. Yet I should be 
very sorry if things come to a crisis. Such an event 
could hardly fail to injure Gorst: and I think it 
would injure the party. . . . I answered Percy's 
letter . . . by advising him to tell Smith that he 
could not conveniently see Gorst before he left for 
Northumberland, but that he would do what he could 
after Parliament met if Smith would wait till then. 
. . . Smith, I ought to add, complains of Gorsts 
[sic] non attendance at committee meetings and at the 
office. My impression is that Gorst really does all 
his work, but that he despises or dislikes the 
committee, as he does all constituted authority, and 
that the negligence of which Smith complains is 
merely another result of his, Gorsts [sic], d d 
independence.^* 

John Eldon Gorst's prickly nature was clearly 

demonstrated by Balfour's letter. Gorst's hatred of the 

Central Committee would eventually lead to its dismissal 

but almost at the risk of a serious split in the 

Conservative Party. The letter gave a fascinating glimpse 

into the quarrels and feuds in the leadership of the 

Conservative Party in the struggle to build an effective 

organization. The letter also gave a possible reason why 

the Fourth Party did not have its Opening of the Session 

Dinner. Balfour may have taken Gorst to dine with Earl 

Percy to smooth some of the problems in the Central 

Committee. At any rate, Arthur Balfour had something of 

^*Ibid. 
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the prophet about him. The injury to Gorst and the 

Conservative Party was to come later in the year. When 

Lord Randolph Churchill recovered from his illness and 

returned to Parliament, the Fourth Party struck with a 

vengeance. 
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CHAPTER VI 

AGAINST ALL FLAGS 

The 1882 session of Parliament, which opened on 

February 7, was a tumultuous period for the Conservatives 

and the Liberals alike. The Conservatives in Parliament 

were confronted with growing evidence that the Fourth 

Party had tapped into a core of discontent with the power 

distribution within the party. Growing confidence in 

their support in the provinces led the Fourth Party to 

increase the intensity of its challenge to the 

Conservative leadership in the House of Commons. 

At the same time, the Fourth Party continued to 

attack and delay the Liberal programs and even roused the 

Conservative Opposition to aid occasionally in those 

endeavors. The Liberals themselves provided many such 

opportunties. For example, Charles Bradlaugh's attempts 

to be seated in Parliament was a thorn repeatedly jabbed 

in the sides of the Liberals. Sir Henry Brand, the 

Speaker of the House of Commons, noted that: 

The Bradlaugh incident reacted strongly against 
the ministerial party. Mr. G[ladstone]. constantly 
leading his party to defeat on this question. Nor 
were the Opposition slow to take advantage of the 
false position in which ministers were placed by 
their apparent alliance with an unpopular cause.' 

^Diary of H. B. W. Brand, Session of 1882, Hampden 
Mss., BL Add. Ms. 56453. 
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Bradlaugh's brazen attempt to swear himself into 

Parliament on February 21 took the House aback. No one 

was more surprised than Speaker Brand and Sir Stafford 

Northcote. Gladstone recorded, with more than a hint of 

admiration for Bradlaugh, "The truth is that, naturally 

enough, neither of them knew what to do: and the 

stratagem, or trick, was undoubtedly successful."^ As has 

been noted earlier. Lord Randolph Churchill was the first 

to react to the situation. 

Actually, Bradlaugh's action not only divided the 

House of Commons, but also divided Gladstone's own 

Cabinet. Only three members of the Cabinet wanted to 

follow Gladstone's course and take no punitive action 

against Bradlaugh. Three members wanted the Government to 

move that Bradlaugh be expelled from the precincts of the 

House of Commons, and six members wanted to propose 

expulsion from his seat, which was the course of action 

that Churchill eventually forced.^ 

The Bradlaugh problem plodded on with Northcote 

forced to take action by the Fourth Party. Sir Henry 

Brand noted on March 6, "Bradlaugh again. Northcote 

obliged to follow the lead of the more ardent spirits of 

Ŵ. E. Gladstone to Lord Granville, 23 February 1882, 
quoted in Agatha Ramm, editor. The Political Correspondence 
of Mr. Gladstone and Lord Granville 1876-1886. vol. 1 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1962), 345. 

^Walter Arnstein, The Bradlaugh Case. 132. 
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the party." On March 8, Brand noted that, "Scarcely a day 

passes without the Bradlaugh matter being stirred."* The 

issue that Sir Henry Drummond Wolff had raised that had 

first drawn the Fourth Party together was still dividing 

the Liberals and forming a rallying point for the 

Conservatives. 

During his absence from Parliament from the end of 

March until October due to his illness, Churchill was 

unable to take an active role in the issues that arose nor 

was he able to continue his speaking engagements. While 

Churchill was removed from the focus of the country, the 

official leaders of the Conservative Party continued to 

make platform appearances. Gathorne Hardy, Lord 

Cranbrook, noted in his diary that spring the speaking 

tours of Salisbury and Northcote with some admiration: 

". . . Salisbury & Northcote specially the former have 

been making admirable speeches. That of Salisbury to the 

working men strikes me as very impressive. . . . "̂  Lord 

Salisbury, at least, had become aware of the importance of 

the working class voters. 

The Parliamentary Session of 1882 became even more 

stormy during Lord Randolph's absence. The Irish Land Act 

*Entries for March 6 and 8 in the diary of Sir H. B. W 
Brand, Hampden Mss., BL Add. Ms. 56453. 

^Johnson, ed.. The Diary of Gathorne Hardy, entry for 
16 April 1882, 489. 
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of 1881 and the Coercion Bill, both passed during the 

previous session, did not have the desired effects on 

Ireland. Opposition to both measures led to the Liberal 

Government taking drastic measures. Charles Stuart 

Parnell, Member of Parliament and leader of the Irish Home 

Rule Party, had been arrested and placed under protective 

custody on October 13, 1881, on the recommendation of 

William Edward Forster, the Chief Secretary for Ireland. 

Forster hoped that the arrest of Parnell would lower the 

agrarian crime rate. On May 2, after more than six months 

incarceration during which he was never charged nor 

convicted of a crime, Parnell was released from Kilmainham 

Gaol. Forster had opposed Parnell's release. In fact, 

Forster was denouncing the Gladstone Government and the 

"Kilmainham Treaty" in his resignation speech before the 

House of Commons when Parnell arrived to take his seat on 

May 4. The Viceroy of Ireland, Lord Cowper, also 

resigned. But the situation went from bad to worse for 

the Liberal Government. Gladstone appointed his nephew by 

marriage, the popular Lord Frederick Cavendish, to succeed 

Forster as the Chief Secretary for Ireland. Cavendish 

arrived in Ireland on May 5 and was assassinated on May 6 

along with Thomas Burke, the Under-Secretary to the Lord 

Lieutenant of Ireland, while they were walking in Phoenix 

Park, Dublin. 
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The release of Parnell might have gone unremarked if 

not for the subsequent events. The Conservatives, urged 

on by the Fourth Party, demanded an explanation for 

Parnell's release. Eventually, it was revealed that the 

Kilmainham Treaty had been negotiated by Joseph 

Chamberlain for the Government and with Captain William 

O'Shea, the husband of Parnell's mistress, acting as the 

go-between for Parnell. Parnell, whose child by Kitty 

O'Shea had recently died, would be released from 

confinement. Parnell would use his influence to reduce 

Irish crime and violence and would support the Irish Land 

Act of 1881. The Gladstone Government would introduce an 

Arrears Bill to extend the benefits of the Land Act to the 

Irish who were behind in their rent payments. 

Lord Randolph Churchill was the resident expert on 

Irish affairs for the Fourth Party. Even the Conservative 

front bench recognized him as an expert on Ireland. But 

in his absence, Arthur Balfour attacked the Liberal 

Government and Gladstone in a damning speech before the 

House of Commons on May 16. 

Balfour had risen to move an adjournment of the 

business of the House of Commons so that the Government 

might better explain its actions in regards to the release 

of Parnell and two other Home Rule members of Parliament 

from Kilmainham Gaol. Such an adjournment would also 
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allow the Opposition to investigate the circumstances of 

the release. Balfour then moved to the attack: 

When the Prime Minister announced to an astonished 
House the sudden reversal of the Government policy 
[the release of Parnell and the others], he went out 
of his way to state that there was nothing in the 
nature of a compact or agreement between the 
Government and the Gentlemen whom they had been, up 
to that time, confining in prison without trial. . . 
Last night, however, a lurid light was thrown upon 
the transaction by the sudden revelation of letters 
which their authors certainly never expected when 
they wrote them would become public.^ 

Balfour compared the insistence of the Government 

that no agreement had been reached with the prisoners to a 

comedy by Moli^re. In the comedy, the hero gave some of 

his belongings as a gift to a friend. The friend then, 

merely as a gift, gave some money to the hero. There had 

been no sale but only a free exchange of gifts. 

In the s 
entered 
[Balfour 
somethin 
Gentleme 
somethin 
the tran 
they wer 
receive. 
Gentleme 
arrears. 
Governme 
Pariiame 

ame way, the Government had not, indeed, 
into a compact with hon. Gentlemen behind him 
]; they had only given those hon. Gentlemen 
g they very much desired, and the hon. 
n, on their part, had given the Government 
g they very much desired. Each party, before 
saction took place, knew perfectly well what 
e going to give, and what they expected to 

The Government were going to give the hon. 
n their liberty and a Bill with regard to 
The hon. Gentlemen were going to give the 

nt peace in Ireland and support in 
nt.' 

^Hansard's Parliamentary Debates. 3d ser., vol 
(1882), col. 835. 

^Ibid., cols. 835-836. 
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Although it was standard practice to refer to another 

member of Parliament as "the honorable" this or that, the 

repetition of the "honorables" in the context of the 

speech must have sounded a chorus of sarcasm in the 

chamber. Then Balfour attacked Gladstone. 

. . . However that transaction might be disguised by 
words, there was no doubt whatever that it was a 
compact. . . . He [Balfour] did not believe that any 
such transaction could be quoted from the annals of 
our political or Parliamentary history. It stood 
alone—he did not wish to use strong language, but 
he was going to say—it stood alone in its infamy.^ 

Having attacked the leading Liberal in the House, the 

Prime Minister, Balfour then turned on the next leading 

Liberal, Sir William Harcourt, the Home Secretary. 

If anything could add a darker touch to the picture, 
that darker touch had been added by the Home 
Secretary. Only three or four days before the 
Government concluded the Treaty of Kilmainham, the 
right hon. and learned Gentleman went down to his own 
constituency, and, at a public meeting at Derby, drew 
down the cheers of the assemblage by accusing the 
Conservative Party of having entered into a league 
with the Home Rulers, and this while he, or the 
Government of which he was a Member, was actually 
negotiating the treaty, the full particulars of which 
had only been revealed to the House last night and 
that morning.^ 

Turning to the Liberal Government, Balfour cast 

doubts upon the moral integrity and veracity of its 

^Ibid. , col . 836. 

^Ibid. 
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members, stating, "That they had been verbally accurate he 

[Balfour] was not going to dispute; but he was perfectly 

certain that if they had been verbally accurate they had 

been substantially misleading."^'' 

The speech was the most important one that Balfour 

had yet given and it had a powerful effect. "This was the 

first speech he ever made that commanded general 

attention, or gave any promise of his future 

distinction."^^ The speech had an immediate effect on 

Gladstone. "Gladstone, who in private life had looked on 

Balfour as a close friend of his family, was stung into a 

heated reply and called for a withdrawal of an unworthy 

and unsustainable charge. But Balfour did not retract."^^ 

Gladstone's private secretary. Sir Edward Hamilton, was 

also upset. He recorded in his diary: 

The Tories have all been up in arms; they have raved 
and ranted; and their ravings and rantings culminated 
yesterday in a speech from Arthur Balfour, who went 
so far as to denounce the Government as a "Government 
of infamy"; and this denouncement was made by Arthur 
Balfour of all people in the world-a man who for many 
years has been on the most intimate terms of 
friendship with the Gladstone family and who has 
received from them and conferred upon them probably 

^^Ibid., cols. 836-837. 

^^Winston S. Churchill, Lord Randolph Churchill. 170 

1? 

"Ruddock F. Mackay, Balfour: Intellectual Statesman 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985), 31. 
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more kindnesses than any other Conservative. To such 
a pitch has party rage reached!^^ 

Having expressed his outrage at Balfour's lack of 

gratitude and the evil effects of party politics, Hamilton 

began to assess the effect of the speech: 

Unquestionably, however, the upshot of the 
denouncement of the transactions connected with the 
release of the Parliamentary suspects has been very 
damaging to the Government, in the country at any 
rate if not within the circles of the party. There 
is no doubt a disagreeable appearance on the face of 
these transactions, such as to warrant searching 
criticism by the Opposition; but the real nature of 
the proceedings has been grossly exaggerated.'* 

In July the Liberal Government's reaction to events 

in Egypt also stirred up the House of Commons. British 

interference in Egyptian affairs had grown since 

Disraeli's purchase of shares in the Suez Canal. The 

financial instability of Egypt grew to the verge of 

bankruptcy in 1876. To protect their investments, France 

and Britain pressured the Sultan of Turkey to remove the 

Khedive Ismail and replace him with Ismail's more 

malleable son, Tewfik. Tewfik agreed to the installation 

of French and British comptrollers-general to oversee 

Egyptian finance. These gentlemen were so thorough and 

^^Dudley Bahlman, ed.. The Diarv of Sir Edward 
Walter Hamilton. 272, entry for 17 May 1882. 

^*Ibid. 
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efficient that "by 1880 two-thirds of the country's entire 

revenue was being paid to her creditors. "̂^ 

An Egyptian nationalist hero, Arabi Pasha, arose in 

1881 and removed Tewfik. Arabi Pasha also wanted to 

remove the foreign influence in Egypt. By May, fleets of 

both France and England anchored outside of Alexandria's 

harbor as a show of force. Arabi Pasha was not impressed 

and began to fortify the harbor area. In June, 

nationalist riots in Alexandria led to fifty European 

deaths. As tensions mounted, the French fleet evacuated 

Alexandria. Thus, the British acted alone when, on July 

11, the fleet shelled Alexandria and followed the shelling 

with an assault on the city. 

The factor which Gladstone decided to use to 
justify intervention against Arabi was Arabi's 
expressed intention to repudiate Egypt's huge debt to 
European bondholders (mainly British and French). He 
also adopted the line that Arabi was aiming to 
establish a dictatorship in Egypt.'" 

A British army soon landed and Arabi Pasha was crushed in 

September. 

The situation was full of irony. The anti-

imperialist Gladstone had invaded Egypt. Quite a few of 

the Liberals were upset by the ten and one-half hour 

^^Byron Farwell, Queen Victoria's Little Wars. (New 
York: W. W. Norton and Company, 1972), 254. 

^̂ L. C. B. Seaman, Victorian England: Aspects of 
English and Imperial History 1837-1901 (London: Routledge, 
1990), 226. 
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bombardment of Alexandria. John Bright, a Quaker, said 

that the bombardment "was simply damnable—worse than 

anything ever perpetrated by Dizzie."^^ Bright then 

resigned from Gladstone's Cabinet. Henry Labouchere, "the 

Christian member for Northampton," at first supported 

Gladstone's actions. Then Labouchere sold his shares of 

Egyptian stock (at a profit) and, according to his 

biographer, "repented of his sin . . . " and attempted to 

put things right. "He subscribed handsomely to the 'Arabi 

Defence Fund,' was always ready to ask questions in the 

House, and did not scruple to reproach the Grand Old Man 

with his lapses at Cairo and in the Soudan from his 

Midlothian principles. "̂^ 

Surprisingly, one of the major successes of the 

Liberal Party during the 1882 session was the Arrears 

Bill. The Arrears Bill was introduced on May 15. Irish 

tenants of property valued at £30 or less who had paid one 

year's arrears but could pay no more would have one-half 

of the arrears paid by the state and the other half 

forgiven. Parnell had urged the Irish to go on a rent 

strike after the passage of the Land Act of 1881. Many of 

his supporters as well as other Irishmen were deeply in 

debt. But the bill was tarred by the brush of the 

^̂ Roy Jenkins, Gladstone: A Biography. 505. 

^^Algar Labouchere Thorold, The Life of Henry 
Labouchere. 71. 
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Kilmainham Treaty. If any bill should have been 

impossible for Gladstone to carry, that bill should have 

been the Arrears Bill. But Northcote was too moderate in 

his attack on the bill and on the Egyptian situation. By 

the end of June, Northcote had earned a new nickname from 

the Liberals to match the "Old Goat" designation given him 

by the Fourth Party. Sir Edward Hamilton explained how 

Northcote received his new nickname: 

The irreverent and impertinent designation for 
Mr. G[ladstone]. which was devised by Labouchere— 
that of "the Grand Old Man"-has been freely adopted 
by the Tory party and even quoted by Northcote; but 
in so doing they have given rise to the rather happy, 
though disrespectful, appellation by way of retort 
for Northcote-"the Grand Old Woman".^^ 

The disrespect that the Liberals felt for the leader 

of the Opposition in the House of Commons was 

understandable. But then Hamilton continued to reveal 

something remarkable. 

Mr. G. is much alive to the excellence of Northcote's 
conduct of late over the Egyptian business as 
compared with that of most of his followers, who have 
become too unruly for him to hold and whose 
unruliness is directly countenanced by Lord Salisbury 
(to judge from his speeches in the House of Lords). 
. . . Mr. G., being unable to acknowledge publicly 
his obligations to Northcote, has written Algy West a 
line with a view of its being shewn privately to 
Walter Northcote [son of Sir Stafford Northcote].^" 

^^Dudley Bahlman, ed., The Diarv of Sir Edward Walter 
Hamilton. 291, entry for 25 June 1882. 

2°Ibid., 291-292. 
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This entry in Hamilton's diary revealed that 

Gladstone was aware that Northcote was not making too much 

of an issue out of the Egyptian situation. Actually, it 

would be difficult for a former member of Disraeli's 

Cabinet to protest too much over foreign intervention to 

protect British lives, property, and national interests. 

Yet, Gladstone felt some gratitude for Northcote's 

forbearance and sent a covert message to him. An open 

message of thanks would have probably ruined Northcote 

politically. But Hamilton also noted that Northcote could 

not control the "freelances" of the Opposition. Strangely 

enough, when Hamilton listed the "unruly," while he 

included Gorst and Wolff, he did not specifically mention 

Balfour. However, several of Northcote's earlier 

supporters such as Chaplin, Ashmead Bartlett, and De Worms 

did make the list of those Northcote could no longer 

control.^^ Hamilton also seemed to think that these 

trouble-makers were receiving support from Lord Salisbury 

in their defiance and this may indicate that the Liberals 

felt that Salisbury's influence was growing within the 

Conservative Party. 

Hamilton believed that the Arrears Bill would cause 

the Liberal Government to fall. He penned his fears in 

his diary: 

2^Ibid., 291. 
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The Arrears Bill is now well in committee. The 
majorities of the Government are not what they should 
be; and unless they improve, the Lords will probably 
take heart and reject the bill. If the termination 
of this Government is to be the forcing of their 
hands by the Lords, one can hardly conceive a more 
favourable opportunity for the Peers to do so. The 
bill is one disliked by the Government themselves, 
loathed by the Tories, regarded apparently with 
indifference by the Irish party and with something 
more than indifference by the Irish landlords, and 
there could hardly be a measure with which the 
Government could go to the country with greater 
unpopularity." 

Gladstone, threatened with strong Conservative 

opposition to the bill in both the Commons and in the 

House of Lords, replied with a threat of his own. If the 

Arrears Bill was not approved, Gladstone would resign. 

Hamilton thought that the Arrears Bill gave the 

Conservatives their best chance to topple the Liberal 

Government. 

The Conservatives also seemed to think that the 

Arrears Bill gave them a great opportunity. In mid-July, 

the Conservatives met to discuss their strategy. The 

Conservatives decided not to oppose the bill outright but 

to attach amendments to the bill in the House of Lords. 

The amendments would gut the Arrears Bill for all 

practical purposes. The amendment process would also 

delay legislation and place more pressure on the Liberals 

22ibid., 303, entry for 11 July 1882 
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On July 21, the same day that the Arrears Bill passed 

its third reading in the House of Commons, the 

Conservative peers met at Salisbury's Arlington Street 

house. There, Salisbury laid out his amendments. Lord 

Salisbury later explained his determination to introduce 

amendments to the bill in a letter to Lord Cairns: 

It would be too long to trouble you with the 
arguments which led us to these conclusions. Of 
course, their logical value in debate went for a 
great deal, but we were further influenced by the 
information that reached us on all sides, that the 
mass of the Conservative peers were anxious to reject 
the Bill on the second reading, and would only be 
restrained from that course by the promise of stiff 
amendments, and on the other hand by the opinion 
clearly held by Northcote, Winn [Chief Whip], Cross, 
and Smith (and myself), that if we could provoke a 
dissolution it would be a good thing.^^ 

Lord Salisbury introduced the Conservative amendments 

to the Arrears Bill on July 31. Salisbury then stated 

that he and the Conservatives in the House of Lords would 

not pass the bill without the amendments. Having the full 

support of almost all of Conservatives in both Houses, 

Salisbury took his stand secure in the knowledge that his 

party was behind him. Within two weeks, Salisbury was to 

discover that his party was so far behind him as to render 

him practically alone. 

2̂ Sal isbury to Lord Cairns, 21 July 1882. Quoted in 
Lady Gwendolen Cecil, Life of Robert Marquis of Salisbury 
vol. 3, 51-52. 

205 



Lord George Hamilton tried to warn Salisbury in a 

letter on August 4: 

From what has reached my ears during the last few 
days I am pretty confident that the members of the 
late Cabinet in the House of Commons have been misled 
as to the feeling of the men behind them, & they may 
have conveyed to you their erroneous information. 
There is no doubt that the great mass of Conservative 
M. P. regard with misgiving a political crisis at 
this moment. . . . Winn [Chief Whip] has told 
Northcote that our men want to fight now. Crichton 
who is a far shrewder man told me last night he is 
confident from his enquires that Winn is entirely 
wrong. Again Crichton says that whereas six weeks 
ago our agents gave a favourable account of our 
prospects in many constituencies the reports related 
to things as they then existed, & not to the issue 
which might now be raised. I write as I know like 
all good generals before giving pitched battle to 
their enemy you like to know the strength of the 
forces behind you.^ 

Lord Cranbrook noted the shifting winds two days 

later. He made the following entry on August 6 in his 

diary: 

Cairns is full of uneasiness about our adherence to 
the first amendment, says our friends in the H. of 
Commons are against us and that Irish peers like 
Abercorn would rather give way, that he himself is 
not prepared to support Salisbury so more trouble is 
in store than I thought." 

2*George Hamilton to Lord Salisbury, 4 August 1882, 
Papers of the Third Marquess of Salisbury, Hatfield House, 
hereafter referred to as Hatfield House Papers. 

25johnson, ed.. The Diary of Gathorne Hardy, 501, 
entry for 6 August 1882. 
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The next day, the situation became even worse. 

Carnarvon writes in perplexity about our course & I 
see that there is a shaking and trembling. I do not 
look on matters quite so seriously though I see 
difficulties enough. My own impression is that if 
there is a great defection in the H. of Commons we 
shall be almost compelled to give way. I have so 
written to Northcote, Carnarvon & Cairns. . . .^ 

On the eighth of August, the Conservative support in 

the House of Commons for the amendments to the Arrears 

Bill collapsed. Six weeks ago, the country was still in 

shock over the Phoenix Park murders. But the furor had 

died down. The Kilmainham Treaty had not been as 

vigorously condemned by the Conservatives as it should 

have been. The Conservative peers who held land in 

Ireland began to think about the fact that receiving half 

the arrears from their tenants was better than no payment. 

Finally, many Conservatives in the House of Commons feared 

that if the Liberal Government fell, they would be forced 

to fight another expensive general election only two years 

since the last with no certainty that they would be re

elected. The Conservatives yielded with a whimper. 

Charles Stewart Parnell, who had suffered over the 

last couple of months from attacks on his Home Rule Party 

and over the Kilmainham Treaty, could not allow an 

opportunity to tweak the Conservatives to pass. He 

2^Ibid., entry for 7 August 1882 
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mentioned that from the look of "the Front Opposition 

Bench, that the Tory Party did not intend seriously to 

reject the concessions which the Government had offered 

them on this Amendment. "̂^ 

Sir Stafford Northcote rose to respond for the 

Conservatives and delivered a less than stinging rebuke 

With reference to the remarks of the hon. Member 
for the City of Cork (Mr. Parnell), that the state of 
the Front Opposition Bench showed that there was no 
serious objection to the proposal of the Government, 
it was, no doubt, a very pleasant fiction to indulge 
in; but he (Sir Stafford Northcote), would not like 
the hon. Member's challenge to pass unnoticed, and he 
would, therefore, remind the hon. Gentleman that in a 
matter of this sort, which had already been 
thoroughly discussed, and with respect to which the 
opinion of the Government was well known, the Members 
of the Opposition could do no more than express their 
dissent and argue, without taking up the time of the 
House by unnecessary discussions, against the views 
of the Government, taking a division by way of 
protest. They, on that side of the House, were 
undesirous of delaying the decision; but he . . . 
intended to adhere to the sound doctrine laid down in 
Committee and which was now embodied in the Amendment 
sent from the House of Lords. They wished that their 
gravest objection to the Bill might yet be removed by 
its acceptance. . . . 

One of the amendments was rejected and the second was 

modified so that the amendment was greatly weakened. Then 

the amendments were sent back to the House of Lords. But 

between July 31 and the afternoon of August 8, the wind 

had been taken out of the sails of the Conservatives in 

27 Hansard. 3d ser., 273 (1882): 1175 

^^Ibid. , 1175-1176. 
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the House of Commons. Lord Cranbrook had mentioned in his 

diary the grumblings and rumblings he had heard from the 

Commons. Northcote had also heard those Conservative 

fears and had passed them on to Lord Salisbury although he 

recommended that Salisbury ignore them.̂ ^ How, then, could 

Northcote, who had stood so firmly, yield so abjectly? 

Possibly the answer could be found in a letter sent to 

Northcote on the eighth. John Eldon Gorst in his capacity 

as Principal Agent for the Conservative Party sent a 

gloomy letter to Northcote. Gorst had evaluated the 

probable outcome of a general election and sent his 

findings to Northcote. 

As in the event of a dissolution of Parliament I 
shall be held personally responsible for the opinion 
which I have submitted to the leaders of the Party as 
to the probable result of such a step, I hope you 
will not think me wrong in placing that opinion on 
record. I have considered carefully the information 
which has been collected since the election of 1880 
as to each constituency in the United Kingdom: and 
while the reports from some quarters (Especially 
[sic] from Lancashire) are favourable, I can on a 
comprehensive view see no reasonable probability that 
the result of a present appeal to the country would 
be the return of a Conservative majority. I can not 
even say that I think it likely that the govt's 
majority would be materially diminished. . . . The 
condition of the Conservative party in the 
constituencies, as regards organisation, candidates, 
and general readiness for a fight, does not warrant 
the expectation of any considerable accession to our 
strength; and a still further diminution of it is not 

^̂ Lady Gwendolen Cecil, Life of Robert Marquis of 
Salisbury. vol. 3, 53. 
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an impossible result of a general election at 
present."̂ " 

After painting almost as bleak a picture as possible, 

Gorst, who had learned to protect his own position, made 

one last attempt to cover all possibilities: 

I abstain from making any observations on the issues 
on which we shall fight and the advantage which the 
state of foreign affairs will give the government, 
because I am writing officially on the statistics 
before me and not as a private member of the party.^^ 

Gorst also indicated that he had sent a similar message to 

Lord Salisbury. 

The effect of Gorst's letter must have been chilling 

on Northcote. Nor did Northcote keep his misgivings to 

himself. The House of Lords was scheduled on the tenth of 

August to vote on whether or not to accept the conditions 

of the House of Commons or to defeat the Arrears Bill. 

Lord Cranbrook left a record of the collapse of the 

resistance of the Conservative peers. He wrote, "I went 

up . . . yesterday having a note from Northcote before 

leaving wh. convinced me that our friends in the Commons 

^^Gorst to Northcote, 8 August 1882, Iddesleigh Papers, 
BL Add. Mss. 50041, fol. 107. 

^4bid. 
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had been worse than halfhearted on Tuesday & should we 

send the Bill back wd desert us altogether. "̂^ 

Cranbrook was convinced that the Conservative Party 

members in the House of Commons had not supported the 

amendments as whole-heartedly as they should have. 

Cranbrook had arrived in London for a meeting of the 

Conservative peers before the vote on the action of the 

House of Commons on the amendments. On the way to Lord 

Salisbury's residence on Arlington Street, Cranbrook ran 

into Lord Crichton, who informed him that there were not 

five Conservatives in the Commons who would support the 

Lords in holding to their plan. Arthur Balfour agreed to 

Crichton's assessment. This was not a very propitious 

beginning to Salisbury's meeting. 

Cranbrook stated that most of the influential peers 

deserted Salisbury and the strategy that they once had 

insisted upon. As for Cranbrook, 

I seeing that the opinion of the great majority 
present was clear said shortly that while holding my 
view on the Bill & ready to vote with Salisbury that it 
seemed to me that the united party for wh. he had 
acted no longer existed in Lords or Commons and that it 
would be disastrous to move on with a divided 
party to defeat or a bare victory. That he could not 
carry his point if he would & that he was clearly not 

bound in honour to persevere under such changed 
conditions when those who asked the pledge released 
themselves. That we should under the circumstances 
meet the constituencies with no united policy. . . . 

^^Johnson, ed.. The Diary of Gathorne Hardy. 501 
entry for 11 August 1882. 
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Salisbury then asked the Peers to divide & it was at 
once clear that nearly all were for acquiescence in 
the Commons amendments of ours, and that those of us 
who would not go against Salisbury on the principle 
were in favour of his yielding to his own adherents 
rather than incur the consequences of shewing the 
party without coherence & union." 

That evening a humiliated but defiant Salisbury spoke 

out against the Arrears Bill and for the amendments as the 

Lords had carried them. He then denied any responsibility 

for the Conservatives for the effect of the bill. 

Further, he stated that without the amendments to modify 

the Arrears Bill, 

I believe it to be a most pernicious Bill; that it is 
an Act of simple robbery; and that it will bear the 
gravest fruits as a legislative precedent in the 
future. Those are my opinions. I have had the 
opportunity this morning of conferring with the noble 
Lords who formed the majority of your Lordships' 
House, by whom the Amendment was carried, which was 
sent down to the other House, and I found that the 
overwhelming majority of their Lordships were of 
opinion that in the present state of affairs, 
especially those which have recently arisen in 
Ireland and Egypt, it is not expedient that the 
Arrears Bill should be thrown out. I do not share 
that opinion. If I had had the power I would have 
thrown out the Bill. I find myself, however, in a 
small minority, and, therefore, I shall not divide 
the House.^* 

Lord Cranbrook commented, "I felt much for Salisbury 

as I saw that the iron had entered his soul & no doubt he 

was badly used by being pressed unanimously to one course 

33 Ibid., 501-502. 

^*Hansard. 3d ser., 273 (1882): 1335. 
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and almost as unanimously deserted when the time of trial 

came."" Having thus expressed his sympathy for Salisbury, 

Cranbrook then made a rather strange entry. He wrote, 

"Perhaps the best has happened for him & the party & he 

will better understand his position & take the party into 

action at the moment when it can be trusted."" 

Salisbury was left in a weak and vulnerable position. 

In a letter that evening to his wife, Salisbury described 

the earlier meeting at Arlington Street, which, in his 

account, was very similar to Cranbrook's recollection. 

But Salisbury adds that in the division in his house, 

about twenty of the Conservative lords supported him and 

about sixty did not. He went on to write, "This is a 

tremendous smash, and I fear must inevitably lead to a 

split between Cairns and me next year. . . . The first 

cause of the defection is probably the panic of the 

Commons at impending election bills." 

Of course, not everyone was unhappy at Lord 

Salisbury's humiliation. Sir Edward Hamilton, sailing off 

the English coast, wrote, "The Arrears Bill fighting is 

all over. . . . The Government had first-rate majorities. 

^^Gathorne Hardy, The Diary of Gathorne Hardy. 502, 
entry for 11 August 1882. 

^4bid. 

^̂ Lord Salisbury to Lady Salisbury, 10 August 1882, 
quoted in Lady Gwendolen Cecil, Life of Robert Marquis of 
Salisbury. vol. 3, 54. 
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and 'Old Sarum' [Salisbury] has had to cave in. . . . So 

we have tided over the crisis, which is a great comfort. "̂^ 

So great was the comfort that Hamilton delayed his return. 

The fiasco over the Arrears Bill had some serious 

consequences for the Conservative leadership in general 

and for Lord Salisbury in particular. The Conservative 

leadership was viewed as weak and ineffectual not only by 

the Liberals but also by the Conservatives and especially 

the Conservatives in the provinces. Describing the 

parliamentary session of 1882, Edward Hamilton wrote. 

It has certainly been a most vexatious and most 
disappointing session; but, thanks in great measure 
to Old Sarum and his brother peers, who played 
completely into the hands of the Government, the 
Government come out of it stronger than they went in, 
and Mr. G.'s own personal position is greater than 
ever it was." 

However, Hamilton later had some personal criticism 

concerning Sir Stafford Northcote: 

Sir S. Northcote is "starring" in Scotland. He 
fired off a long but dull speech at Glasgow, that 
Liberal stronghold. There was nothing in it to which 
an opponent could take exception. He is certainly 
always very fair in his criticisms; but I imagine he 
is pleasanter to have as a political opponent than as 
one's political leader. He lacks so lamentably hard
hitting, and must fail wholly to inspire enthusiasm. 

^^Dudley Bahlman, ed.. The Diary of Sir Edward Walter 
Hamilton. Vol. 1, 317, entry for 11 August 1882. 

^^Ibid., 319, entry for 19 August 1882. 
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both as regards the matter he speaks and the manner 
in which he speaks it.*'' 

Certainly, Hamilton had a valid complaint against 

Northcote. A comparison of the speech that Northcote gave 

on August 8 with that given by Salisbury on August 10 

would not be favorable to Northcote. Whatever other 

failings that Salisbury had, he was a fighter on the floor 

and on the platform. But both speeches marked a failure 

in Conservative parliamentary unity and organization. 

Signs that the rank and file Conservatives in the 

provinces were not pleased with the leadership soon 

appeared. Lord Cranbrook, on a short tour of the 

provinces, wrote. 

At Wakefield on Friday I received an address at the 
[Conservative] Club at 3 . . . & at Mr. Sandersons 
[sic] received another address. To the former I had 
to reply strongly in defence of our leaders whom the 
presenter of the address . . . rather sneered at for 
my exaltation wh. was very unsuitable. ' 

Lord Cranbrook, who certainly had no love for 

Northcote, was reduced to defending both Northcote and 

Salisbury. Nor did Salisbury escape individual criticism. 

Lord Randolph Churchill received a letter praising him for 

opposing a bill. But the writer also added, "The Country 

*°Ibid., 346, entry for 7 October 1882. 

*^Johnson, ed.. The Diary of Gathorne Hardy. 507, 
entry for 5 November 1882. 
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looks to you [underlined twice] as the coming man. Lord 

Salisbury was the coming man-but he did not come. "*̂  One 

historian has noted that the Arrears Bill was a 

"significant" setback for Salisbury and that at this time 

and for several more years, Salisbury's position was 

"precarious. "*̂  

But as the respect for the Conservative leadership 

diminished in the country, interest in the Fourth Party 

and especially in Churchill grew. The suggestion has been 

made that the weakness in the Conservative leadership 

displayed during the debate on the Arrears Bill filled 

Lord Randolph Churchill with grandiose visions of becoming 

the leader of the Conservative Party rather than a leader: 

For Churchill intimations of mortality transmuted 
cavalier fancy for fame into morbidly rapacious 
ambition. Hitherto he had seen his future as a 
Disraeli in the Commons to Salisbury's Derby in the 
Lords. Now Salisbury's failure to command the Lords 
over the Arrears question seemed to signal a new 
vulnerability. Like a prowling political carnivore, 
Churchill sensed weakness. He would set about 
subordinating Salisbury as well as Northcote to his 
ends. Part of his initial strategy was to enlist 
Gorst in a propaganda offensive against the Old Gang 
in the autumn.** 

*^George Bowyer to Randolph Churchill, 11 November 
1882, Churchill Papers, Cambridge, 9248/1/82. 

*^John France, "Salisbury and the Unionist Alliance," 
in Salisbury: The Man and his Policies (New York: St. 
Martin's Press, 1987), 221. 

**Richard Shannon, The Age of Salisbury. 1881-1902. 17 
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There was certainly a change in Parliament when 

Churchill returned in the fall of 1882. Gladstone had 

taken the unusual step of calling for an autumn session to 

propose new procedural rules. Gladstone was determined to 

limit obstruction in the Commons. The first speaker on 

the opening day, October 24, was Lord Randolph Churchill. 

Churchill attacked the calling of an autumn session and 

demanded that the House adjourn. 

I rise. Sir, at this early period of the Sitting 
to move that the House do now adjourn. I wish, with 
great respect, to call the attention of the House to 
a grave departure from the Constitutional immemorial 
practice of the House of Commons which is occurring 
at the present moment, by the fact of this House 
being still in Session for the purpose of 
deliberating on proposals of Ministers at a time long 
subsequent to the Royal Assent having been given to 
the annual Appropriation Act, and the Business of the 
Session having been thereby absolutely closed, and in 
order to prevent the continuance of so dangerous an 
irregularity; and to suggest to the House as a 
remedy, as a safeguard, and as a grave protest 
against the recurrence of such an attempt on the part 
of the present Ministry, or of any future Ministry, 
to disregard well-established and vital principles of 
Parliamentary government, I propose to move that this 
House do now adjourn.*^ 

In two sentences. Lord Randolph signaled that he was 

back and that the Liberal Government was in for a long and 

difficult session. For about seven more columns of 

Hansard. Churchill presented his reasons why the calling 

*^Hansard. 3d ser., 274 (1882): 3-4 
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of the autumn session was unconstitutional. Then 

Gladstone rose to reply: 

I have to express my own satisfaction, and I am 
sure the satisfaction of the House, on seeing the 
noble Lord again in his place, after what I am afraid 
has been a tedious, if not a severe illness, and I 
have to thank the noble Lord for having kindly given 
me, a few hours ago. Notice of the Motion that he was 
about to make. With regard to the speech of the 
noble Lord, I will say that there are certain parts 
of it which might with perfect propriety have been as 
warmly cheered on..this side of the House as in his 
own neighborhood. 46 

After so courteously welcoming Churchill back to 

Parliament, Gladstone proceeded to attack his arguments 

one by one. Churchill would interject comments and 

Gladstone would continue his response. Then Gorst and 

Wolff would join in and even Northcote joined in the 

debate. Edward Hamilton joyfully recorded his impressions 

of the opening salvoes of the autumn session: 

The opening day of the autumn session yesterday 
was favourable. Randolph Churchill fired off what he 
thought was going to be a big constitutional gun. He 
moved the adjournment of the House on the ground that 
there was no precedent for the sitting of the House 
after the Appropriation Bill had been passed. But 
Mr. G. "smashed and pulverised" (as he called it) R. 
Churchill's contention 47 

46 I b i d . , 11 

*^Dudley Bahlman, 
Walter Hamilton, vol 

ed., The Diary of Sir Edward 
1, 349, entry for 25 October 1882 
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Hamilton further commented that, "Contrary to expectation, 

the head (of the front Opposition bench) followed the tail 

(R. Churchill & Co.) into the lobby! They (the minority) 

were supported by the Parnellites, but minus their 

speeches. "*̂  

What Hamilton in his glee failed to understand was 

that this debate took up nearly half of the House business 

that day. More significant was the fact that the 

Conservatives were acting and acting together to delay the 

Liberals. Furthermore, the Irish Home Rule Party was now 

supporting the Conservatives since to delay or kill 

procedural change was in their best interests. Of some 

importance to the Conservative Party was the fact that 

Northcote and the "Old Gang" followed the lead of 

Churchill and the Fourth Party. 

Meanwhile, in the area of propaganda, Gorst had 

proposed to Churchill during his convalescence the writing 

of a scathing article: 

The time seems ripe for the rise of the Democratic 
Tory party, which was always Dizzy's dream, at the 
head of which you might easily place yourself. I 
want to write an article on the feebleness of the 
Conservative party as a political organisation, 
pointing out that it is led by and in the interests 
of a narrow, oligarchic and landowning class, and 
that the people in whom the real Conservatism of the 
nation resides have no voice in the matter, nor are 

48 Ibid., 350. 
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their interests ever consulted. But I doubt whether 
anyone would print it.*̂  

Gorst should not have worried. Someone was found who 

was willing to print it. An article appeared in the late 

October issue of the Fortnightly Review that seemed to 

attack the Conservative organization as well as both Lord 

Salisbury and Sir Stafford Northcote, although only 

Northcote was identified by name. Entitled "The State of 

the Opposition: I.—Conservative Disorganization," the 

article claimed that if the Tory party was to remain a 

force in the state, it had to "become a popular party." 

Changes had to come. 

The days are past when an exclusive class, however 
great its ability, wealth, and energy, can command a 
majority in the electorate. . . . Unfortunately for 
Conservatism, its leaders belong solely to one class; 
they are a clique composed of members of the 
aristocracy, landowners, and adherents whose chief 
merit is subserviency. The party chiefs live in an 
atmosphere in which a sense of their own importance 
and of the importance of their class interests and 
pi 
of 
irivileges is exaggerated, and to which the opinions 
if the common people can scarcely penetrate.^^ 

The party leaders as described so far could include 

many people, even Randolph Churchill. Fortunately for 

Churchill, the authors soon began to more clearly identify 

*^Gorst to Churchill, 10 September 1882, quoted in 
R.F. Foster, Lord Randolph Churchill. 103-104. 

^̂ Two Conservatives, "The State of the Opposition: I 
Conservative Disorganization," The Fortnightly Review, 
n.s., 32, (July 1-December 1, 1882): 668. 

220 



those they considered to be the "leaders" and "party 

chiefs." These people were the ones who formed the 

ministry in 1874. 

As soon as success was achieved, the men who had 
stood aloof since 1868 rushed in to share the spoils. 
A ministry was formed composed almost exclusively of 
peers and county members. Those by whom the campaign 
had been planned and fought were forgotten. . . . 
The distinction between county and borough members 
was revived. The latter were made to feel that they 
were an inferior class; they were expected to fight 
the battles of their superiors with loyality and 
devotion, but their own interests and wishes were 
uniformly neglected. . . . Independence of political 
thought was visited with the severest punishment. To 
doubt the stability of the new Conservative 
Government, and to point out the decay of the new 
Conservative associations under the patronage by 
which they were stifled, was flat heresy.^' 

The article further stated that the defeat in the 

election of 1880 "astonished the aristocratic section" but 

was "no surprise" to those who dealt with "that great 

section of the party whose voice never reached the 

leaders' ears."^^ Sir Stafford Northcote had stated that 

"the hope of the Conservative party lay in its 

organization." But the authors of the article contended 

that 

The entire organization of the Tory party must 
undergo a radical revolution before it can afford 
grounds for any well-founded satisfaction. In its 
existing shape it is managed by a committee in London 

51 Ibid., 669. 

^^Ibid., 670. 
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whose names are unknown to the people at large, and 
who act without any mandate from the constituencies 
[the Central Committee]. The Council of the National 
Union of Constitutional Associations, which is 
elected annually, has no funds; and is in a chronic 
position of impotence; the constituencies take but a 
faint interest in its composition, and its members do 
not possess the confidence of the party at large.^^ 

This section of the article concluded that the 

Conservatives were not likely to return to power any time 

soon unless changes were made. 

The second part of the article was entitled "The Dual 

Leadership" and appeared in November. This section 

attacked the concept of the dual control of the 

Conservative Party. The attempt to name Lord Salisbury as 

the leader at the Council of the National Union was 

retold. That attempt failed by one vote. "A compromise 

and a coalition were effected. The Conservative party, 

unable to arrive at a conclusion, decided for a duplex 

action, and for the first time in its history has remained 

for many months without a leader."^* 

The article then proceeded to eliminate many of the 

figures in the House of Commons from leadership. Sir 

Richard Cross, W. H. Smith, Sir Michael Hicks Beach, Lord 

George Hamilton, Edward Stanhope, Lowther, and Gibson 

"ibid., 670-671. 

^*Ibid., 673. 
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were, in turn, given faint praise and dismissed. As for 

Sir Stafford Northcote, 

He was able and respectable, rich in information, 
experience, and memory, good-tempered, astute, 
accomplished, a thorough man of business, and full of 
resource. But he is too amiable for his ambition, 
which is great; and in trying to play a double part, 
that of caution and daring, he is at times taxed 
beyond his strength. With Mr. W. H. Smith on one 
side and Mr. James Lowther on the other, he resembles 
the babe, between the two mothers, which Solomon 
decreed should be divided." 

The consequences of the dual leadership were chaos 

and the loss of cohesion. A large number of the followers 

of both leaders deserted them over the amendments to the 

Arrears Bill. "Fortunately the good sense of the party in 

Parliament overruled the good nature of the compound 

leadership."^^ If the amendments had forced the fall of 

the Liberal Government, the Conservative Party might have 

been on the verge of destruction in the resulting 

election. 

The article concluded with a warning: 

The Lords follow a lord of their own choice. The 
Commoners do not implicitly follow a commoner who was 
chosen for them, though there is as yet no active 
disaffection towards him. But whom does the party 
follow? Joint action does not attract joint loyalty. 
Elijah's mantle has been torn in two, and until the 

^^Ibid. , 674. 

^^Ibid., 675. 
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pieces are joined there can be no cohesion in the 
Conservative ranks.^' 

The authors were supposed to be anonymous. Members 

of both parties used anonymity to discuss issues and 

expose problems without ruining their careers. Even if 

the identities of the authors were surmised, there should 

be no offical repercussions. The recurrent themes in the 

articles gave one of the authors away. Gorst was 

immediately identified as one of the authors of 

"Conservative Disorganization." The other author was 

assumed to be Sir Henry Drummond Wolff. Lord Salisbury, 

writing to A. J. Balfour, stated, "I suppose that Wolff 

and Gorst are the 'Two Conservatives.'"^® But T. H. S. 

Escott wrote a biography of Randolph Churchill that 

appeared soon after Churchill's death in 1895. Escott, 

who had been the editor of the Fortnightly Review when the 

articles were printed, identified Randolph Churchill as 

one of the authors." Although Churchill escaped suspicion 

and Wolff escaped punishment, the wrath of the "Old Gang" 

fell on Gorst. 

^^Ibid., 676. 

"Salisbury to Balfour, 31 October 1882, BL Add. Mss 
49688, fol. 59. 

" T . H. S. Escott, Randolph Spencer-Churchill, as a 
Product of his Age. Being a Personal and Political 
Monograph (London: Hutchinson & Co., 1895), 157-158. 
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The Executive Committee for the Chelsea Conservative 

Association, Lord Claud J. Hamilton, M. P., chairman, 

passed the following resolution on May 14, 1882, to be 

forwarded to Sir Stafford Northcote: 

This meeting have observed with surprise and 
regret the frequent occasions on which Mr. J. E. 
Gorst, M. P., the salaried Agent of the Conservative 
Party, has thrown over his allegiance to the 
recognized leaders of the Party, respectfully urges 
that he should be requested to tender his 
resignation; and that there should be appointed to 
his place, a competent and reliable gentleman, who 
will devote his entire time to his duties, and 
conduct the affairs of the Central Office in a manner 
tending to promote the interests of the whole 
Conservative Party. It is further submitted that it 
is incompatible with the due performance by an Agent 
of his duties, that he should be a member of 
Pari iament.°" 

The committee had several complaints about Gorst. He 

was disloyal to the "recognized" leaders of the party. He 

did not devote all of his time to his duties. The 

committee members felt that Gorst's direction of the 

Central Office may have promoted some special interests 

rather than the interests of the entire party. The 

committee definitely did not want a member of Parliament 

as Principal Agent. No longer was the position to be a 

"part-time" job. The changing shape of national politics. 

""Resolution of the Executive Committee of the Chelsea 
Conservative Association to Sir Stafford Northcote," 14 
November 1882, Iddesleigh Papers, BL Add. Ms. 50041 fol. 
113. 
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the vastly increased electorate, and the growing power of 

the boroughs demanded constant attention. 

The truth was that Gorst could not adequately fulfill 

the duties of his position as the Principal Agent. His 

active role in Parliament and his law practice placed too 

many constraints upon his time. As a consequence, party 

organization suffered. In his August 8, 1882, letter to 

Northcote, Gorst had to admit that after nearly two years 

of his leadership, the prospects of the Conservatives in 

the boroughs were worse. 

Lord Claud Hamilton sent a note to Northcote with the 

Chelsea resolution, requesting that Sir Stafford pass the 

resolution on to W. H. Smith, who was the chairman of the 

Central Committee. Lord Claud also stated that. 

The past inaction of the political committee in 
dealing with Mr. Gorst has given very serious 
dissatisfaction to a large number, including most of 
the older members, of our Party, and unless some 
speedy move is made, I am afraid this dissatisfaction 
will begin to show itself in a more open and public 
manner." 

Rather than allowing W. H. Smith to address the 

problem. Sir Stafford Northcote wrote to Gorst about the 

Chelsea resolution. Gorst "saved face" with the following 

reply: 

^̂ Lord Claud Hamilton to Northcote, 15 November 1882, 
Iddesleigh Papers, BL Add. Ms. 50041, fol. 111. 
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I was discussing with Lord Percy and Mr. Balfour 
a fortnight ago whether I had not better resign my 
semi-official position in the party, but the Preston 
Election and other matters caused a postponement of 
the question which I greatly regret as it would have 
probably rendered your letter of today's date 
unnecessary. I will at once relieve you of all 
further embarrassment on my account by resigning." 

Mr. W. H. Smith also resigned his position on 

November 17, stating that. 

I have done my best to forward the interests of the 
Party, since I was asked by Lord Beaconsfield to 
undertake the duty, but I do not feel able to 
continue the work as I am conscious that it requires 
more attention and time than I have been or shall be 
able to give it." 

Smith's biographer insisted that Smith resigned because, 

in the battle of wills between Smith and Gorst, neither 

would back down and such behavior would only harm the 

party.^* Unfortunately, this argument for Smith's noble 

self-sacrifice was rendered ineffectual by a letter 

recorded earlier in the biography: 

Northcote has written to Gorst telling him of the 
feeling expressed by many of our friends as to his 
conduct and the result is that he has written 
resigning the Agency of the Party. I shall take the 

"Gorst to Northcote, 17 November 1882, Iddesleigh 
Papers, BL Add. Ms. 50041, fol. 114. 

"smith to Northcote, 17 November 1882, quoted in 
Viscount Chilston, W. H. Smith. 177. 

^*Viscount Chilston, W. H. Smith. 177. 
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opportunity of resigning too and Edward Stanhope will 
I hope take my place." 

Smith knew that Gorst had resigned. There was no 

need for Smith to resign if his only problem had been 

Gorst. A more likely reason for Smith's resignation was 

the criticism found in Lord Claud Hamilton's comments on 

the inaction of the Central Committee in controlling 

Gorst. An even better explanation might be that Smith 

took this opportunity to escape a thankless task. 

If there was anger on the part of some Conservatives 

over the article by "Two Conservatives," there was some 

glee on the part of the Liberals. Conservatives publicly 

attacking their own leadership in print provided 

ammunition to the Liberals. Speaking in support of 

Gladstone's Cloture Bill, Lord Edmond Fitzmaurice on 

November 1, 1882, attacked the contention appearing in 

some newspapers that moderate Liberals or Whigs opposed 

cloture. Lord Edmond further stated that if the 

Opposition thought that moderate Liberals would help them 

to pull down Gladstone over this issue. 

they had made one more mistake in that long and 
melancholy string of blunders, so clearly and 
forcibly set forth to the country in the November 
number of The Fortnightly Review, which was reputed 
. . . to be the joint production of a noble Lord 
[Churchi11]—a retired diplomatist [Wolff], a 

"ibid., 165. 
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disappointed lawyer [Gorst], and a Scotch 
metaphysician [Balfour]."" 

Lord Randolph Churchill rose to reply. In words 

dripping honey and acid. Lord Edmond was rebuked. 

Churchill purred that Fitzmaurice's speech 

had probably reminded the House and Her Majesty's 
Ministers of the necessity of before long filling up 
the vacant places in the Cabinet [several members of 
the Cabinet had recently resigned], and of the 
existence of the noble Lord. . . . The noble Lord 
appeared unable to address the House without 
previously studying the monthly magazines; but, on 
the present occasion, he . . . could not help 
thinking that the noble Lord would have done much 
better if he had addressed himself to the subject 
before the House rather than some article which he 
said he had read in The Fortnightly Review. It 
occurred to him (Lord Randolph Churchill) that 
possibly the noble Lord was interested in the success 
of that new enterprise, and took this opportunity of 
advertising it. As he was told that that was a very 
silly and acrimonious article, he thought it was very 
probably the work of some spiteful Whig—possibly, 
even of the noble Lord himself. . . . 

Lord Randolph turned the tables on Fitzmaurice. 

Churchill also implied that he had no personal knowledge 

concerning the article by the "Two Conservatives." But a 

response to the article by party-line Conservatives 

appeared in the December issue of The Fortnightly Review. 

Entitled "The Conservative Leadership" and written by "Two 

Other Conservatives," the article attempted to refute the 

66 Hansard. 3d ser., 274 (1882): 606. 

^^Ibid., 606-607. 
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indictment against the Conservative leadership found in 

the earlier article. The article by "Two Other 

Conservatives" also signaled a more aggressive stance 

against the Fourth Party in general and Randolph Churchill 

in particular. 

Acknowledging that "resignation to circumstances" 

would never appeal "to the impetuous and irrepressible 

spirits below the gangway," the article alleged that with 

two or three victories in by-elections, "the uneasiness of 

the malcontents would be hushed, and the discretion and 

spirit, the wisdom and the courage of the chiefs, who are 

now disparaged, would be exalted to the skies."" 

To the charge that the Conservatives in Parliament 

had their wishes ignored or neglected and were expected 

merely to follow the decisions made for them by the 

leadership, "Two Other Conservatives" answered that 

Meetings of the Conservative members of both Houses 
of Parliament have been held at frequent intervals 
during the last two years. Attendance at these has 
of course not been compulsory, and it is noticeable 
that two or three of the most conspicuous malcontents 
of the party have recently been absentees, and have 
communicated their opinion on matters of Conservative 
discipline to the world through another channel. 
Quite recently Lord Randolph Churchill announced in 
the columns of the Times his adhesion to an 
alternative policy to that which Sir Stafford 
Northcote, with the approval of his followers, had 
determined on. Lord Randolph Churchill was entitled 
to exercise his right of private judgement, but who 

"TWO Other Conservatives, "The Conservative 
Leadership," Fortnightly Review 32 (1 December 1882): 687. 
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can doubt that the more loyal, convenient, and 
effective method of announcing it would have been at 
the party meeting where he declined to enter an 
appearance?" 

Churchill was the only Conservative singled out for 

criticism by name. "Two Other Conservatives" referred to 

a letter to the editor that appeared in the Times on 

November 6. Churchill announced that he was 

opposed to the cl6ture. whether by a bare or a 
proportionate majority, and I am unwilling to weaken 
my opposition to the cl6ture by supporting an 
amendment which, though modifying the effect, still 
admitted the principle.'" 

Churchill later supported a bare majority amendment. 

On the other hand, there was some satisfaction in 

"that nothing which has occurred during the past year has 

invalidated Lord Salisbury's authority in the House of 

Lords, Sir S. Northcote's in the House of Commons, or the 

collective power of the two in the councils of the party.' 

As for the party membership, "The great majority of the 

Conservative party patiently await their opportunity, and 

meanwhile are determined to do nothing which could 

prejudice or discredit them in the eyes of the country."'^ 

"ibid., 689-690. 

°̂Lord Randolph Churchill, "To the Editor," Times. 6 
November 1882, p. 6. 

^̂ Two Other Conservatives, "The Conservative 
Leadership," Fortnightly Review 32 (1 December 1882): 692 
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This article was the first in a series to attempt to 

set forth the official position of the Conservative Party. 

Other articles followed in the new year. But at the close 

of the session, Churchill left England to rest and recover 

from his exertions. Northcote had been forced to leave 

Parliament in November for his health. Through December 

and January, there was much speculation about whether or 

not either would return for the opening of Parliament. 

Gladstone also fell ill and was not at the opening of 

Parliament in mid-February. 

However, in January of 1883, two articles were 

published in The Nineteenth Century. Both attacked the 

Fourth Party but were also not entirely supportive of Sir 

Stafford Northcote. Cecil Raikes submitted an article 

entitled "The Functions of an Opposition." Raikes 

attempted to define the duties and functions of an 

Opposition. Early in December of 1882, Lord Randolph 

Churchill had taken the opportunity during a speech of 

thanks to a Manchester delegation for their request that 

he run for office as their representative to strike a blow 

at Northcote and/or Salisbury. Churchill remarked that 

I see no good object to be gained by concealing my 
opinion that the constitutional object of an 
Opposition is to oppose and not support the 
Government, and that this function during the three 
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sessions of this Parliament has been either 
systematically neglected or defectively carried out.̂ ^ 

Raikes maintained that the Government should be actively 

opposed by the party out of power for the benefit not only 

of the party but also of the country. 

And as a man, so also a party will find itself best 
adapted for the performance of public duty by keeping 
itself in good fighting trim, while it avoids at once 
the extremes of ridiculous extravagance and 
despicable weakness. It will always follow from this 
that a party in Opposition will be always ready to do 
battle with the Ministry of the day, not merely upon 
those great issues which are fraught with momentous 
consequences to the State, but also whenever it may 
find a fair and legitimate opportunity of exhibiting 
to the country such powers as it may possess, and of 
training in the practice of Parliamentary dialectic 
those who are to be its champions in the competition 
for the service of the State.'^ 

Raikes praised Disraeli for his ability to debate and 

for "the cardinal quality of statesmanship—patience." 

Disraeli paved "the way for their, and his, ultimate 

triumph, by his wise neglect of more than one tempting 

chance of joining issue with his adversaries when many 

thought the opportunity especially favourable."'* 

However, "a passive attitude if permanently maintained 

must tend to disorganise forces, which can only be kept in 

^^Robert Rhodes James, Lord Randolph Churchill. 119. 

^̂ Cecil Raikes, "The Function of an Opposition," The 
Nineteenth Century 13 (January 1883): 141. 

^*Ibid., 143. 

233 



heart by such successes as the blunders of any minister 

must frequently put within the reach of his opponents. "̂^ 

The statement concerning "passive attitude" seemed to 

be directed at Sir Stafford Northcote. In another 

section, Raikes may be attacking the Fourth Party but he 

also scored Northcote. Stating that the Opposition must 

be prepared to attack when the Government provided an 

opportunity to arouse the country, Raikes disparaged the 

Opposition's handling of the Kilmainham Treaty by writing: 

And it was allowed to pass with a mere desultory 
discussion, which showed that the professed critics 
of the Ministry were really more frightened than 
elated by the unusual chance of displaying their 
fighting qualities. It may be thought a rash 
assertion, but I believe many a political observer 
will echo it, that if Mr. Gathorne Hardy had still 
been a member of the House of Commons, the Ministry 
would have not survived by a week the promulgation of 
the Kilmainham correspondence.'^ 

Raikes could afford to speak condescendingly about 

the Kilmainham affair. He had lost his seat in 1880 and 

did not win a by-election until late in November of 1882. 

Thus, he was not on the floor of the Commons during the 

discussion. Nor was Lord Randolph Churchill present, for 

he was ill at the time. The only Conservative to make a 

mark by speaking about the Kilmainham Treaty at that time 

was Arthur Balfour. Ultimately, whatever was or was not 

^^Ibid., 150. 

^^Ibid., 151. 
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done by the Conservatives at that time must reflect on the 

leader of the Conservative Opposition in the Commons, Sir 

Stafford Northcote. 

Raikes made a very thinly veiled personal attack on 

John Eldon Gorst although he did not mention Gorst by 

name. After writing that "It can scarcely be decent, and 

certainly can in no sense be profitable, to discuss in 

public any causes of domestic difference which are 

peculiar to a particular household," Raikes did so by 

attacking Gorst's tenure as Principal Party Agent. 

If a party chooses to entrust its management not to 
experienced and practical men who are content to work 
outside the House of Commons, but to Parliamentary 
busybodies who must chatter within its walls, it 
must, of course, take the consequences.'' 

The problem of the Dual Control was addressed by 

Raikes. Raikes believed that as long as there were two 

Houses of Parliament, there would be essentially two 

leaders. Someone had to lead the Conservative Party in 

each of the Houses of Parliament. As for the problems 

that might arise from a "Dual Leadership," 

It may be said that the embarrassing position in 
which Lord Salisbury found himself at the last stage 
of the Arrears Bill was due to this cause. No doubt 
he suffered from imperfect information as to the 
fighting disposition of the rank and file in the 
Commons; but this might as easily have been the case 
if he had been the actual Chief of the Party, but 

^^Ibid., 153. 
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still dependent upon others for his knowledge of the 
feelings of his followers beyond the Chamber in which 
he sat. And the very fact that the Dual Leadership 
has not been in the least disturbed by what then 
happened is the best proof that its difficulties can 
easily be surmounted by those who face them with 
mutual confidence and untarnished honour.'^ 

Raikes had avoided mentioning the revolt by the Peers 

against Salisbury. However, he had vindicated the Dual 

Control and more or less defended Northcote's policy in 

the House of Commons. Basically, Raikes argued that the 

constant attacking of the Government by Churchill and the 

Fourth Party was the wrong policy for the times. 

The article that followed Raikes' in The Nineteenth 

Century was by William St. John Brodrick, a Conservative 

Member of Parliament first seated in the 1880 election. 

His article was entitled, "The Functions of Conservative 

Opposition." Brodrick railed against the "despondent 

croakings of a few Conservatives who have no experience of 

office," who have decried the party policy of opposing the 

Government. Among those who want a constant attack on the 

Government, "not a few went so far as to assert that 

genuine Conservatism was more truly represented in the 

House of Commons by Lord Randolph Churchill than by Sir 

Stafford Northcote. "̂ ^ 

^^Ibid., 153-154. 

^^William St. John Brodrick, "The Functions of 
Conservative Opposition," The Nineteenth Century 13 
(January 1883): 155. 
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Brodrick claimed that the object of an Opposition was 

not to embarrass the Government or to goad the Prime 

Minister into contradictory statements. In fact, Brodrick 

stated that, "The more general such an idea becomes, the 

more danger is there that a statesmanlike course will be 

abandoned for an imperfect imitation of the worst 

qualities of Irish obstruction." Even worse was that, 

The public is becoming more and more diverted by such 
attacks and interested in those who make them. Hence 
the cheers recently evoked from a deputation 
representing a great body of Manchester Conservatives 
at the very shallow epigram in which Lord Randolph 
Churchill declared his conviction that "the duty of 
an Opposition was to oppose and not to support the 
Government."" 

Brodrick unintentionally pointed out that Churchill 

was making a name for himself and drawing support in the 

constituencies. Brodrick then stated that Sir Stafford 

Northcote did not believe "that a system of constant and 

nagging criticism will re-establish the confidence of 

constituencies in the Conservative leaders." Brodrick 

believed that it would be easy to find examples "when the 

effect of a specific protest has been marred by the 

ft 1 appearance of factious opposition below the gangway.""' 

Yet Brodrick failed to produce such examples. He did 

admit that the Conservative Party was very weak just then 

"ibid., 156. 

^4bid. 
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in the House of Commons. However, the party would become 

"infinitely weaker if it were to alienate all moderate men 

by a succession of carping and querulous attacks, the 

sincerity and public spirit of which might be severely 

questioned by the constituencies."" Presumably these were 

constituencies similar to Manchester, which was requesting 

that Lord Randolph Churchill represent the city in 

Pariiament. 

After defending the Dual Control, Brodrick deplored 

the changes facing those who serve in Parliament. Sadly, 

The House of Commons has lost much of its old 
attractiveness. The duties of a member become yearly 
more engrossing. It is not only that the hours of 
work are longer than they were and attendance more 
trying, but constituencies are much more exacting. 
The recess is far from being a holiday. A borough 
likes to see its members at local functions; a county 
calls its representative to half-a-dozen agricultural 
meetings, each of which is more important than the 
others, and quite distinct. Beyond this, political 
associations have been largely formed on either side 
and need stimulant in the shape of "extra-
Parliamentary utterances." . . . All this makes 
Parliamentary life something else than the goal of 
social ambition, or the reward of hereditary 
connection. . . . A party which has from time 
immemorial included a large section of men in whose 
lives politics are only an incident must feel the 
loss when a Parliamentary career becomes too irksome 
for any but a devotee." 

In the preceding passage, Brodrick revealed, perhaps, 

more than he intended. Brodrick, forty-four years and in 

"ibid., 157. 

"ibid., 159. 
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his first term in Parliament was, discovering that 

Parliamentary life was not as easy as he had imagined. 

More demands were being made on the time and efforts of 

politicians. As if boroughs and counties did not demand 

enough of their representatives' time, "political 

associations" were demanding appearances. Nor was 

Brodrick alone in his complaint. Lord Salisbury once 

expressed that a fitting epitaph for him would be "died of 

writing inane letters to empty-headed Conservative 

Associations."^* The enlarged franchise and the 

determination of the voters not to be ignored made more 

demands on those who would lead. 

Brodrick also brought forward another concern. Fewer 

and fewer of the landed class were entering Parliament. 

The Conservative Party would eventually have to find 

another source for candidates. The Conservative Party 

might be reduced to relying upon a "devotee" of politics 

to run for office rather than rely upon those of the right 

class. Brodrick noted that 

Men are wanted who will work up constituencies so 
rigorously as to ensure success, and they are not to 
be found. The number of eldest sons who lost their 
seats at the last general election was absolutely 
appalling, for county elections are not to be won now 
by a dash at the finish. . . . But unless those who 
by connection and influence are calculated to keep 
the country firm to Conservatism set themselves to 
the task, and make themselves the mouthpiece of 

^*Richard Shannon, The Age of Salisbury. 110. 
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grievances which it will otherwise fall to an 
agitator to express, the backbone of the party in 
opposition will be gone." 

This lack of old-line Conservatives and the lack of 

attendance of others "led to the gap in the Conservative 

polity which Lord Randolph Churchill and his friends have 

risen to fill." But, "Mere destructiveness can add 

nothing to the position and hopes of Conservatism."" 

Brodrick concluded that 

until the party inside the House of Commons can meet 
Liberal innovations with something more than mere 
destructiveness, and until the clearly defined aims 
of Conservatism have replaced the national desire for 
organic change, it will be impossible, not to say 
prejudicial, for the country to enter on a new era of 
Conservative government.^' 

Both articles seemed to despair of an early return to 

power of the Conservative Party. Brodrick even seemed to 

fear it. Gorst and Wolff were in despair of an early 

return as well. However, their despair was caused by the 

continued absence of Lord Randolph Churchill. 

The dutiful Gorst and Wolff sent letter after letter 

to the dilatory Churchill. Their letters urged and 

cajoled him to promise to return for the opening of 

"Brodrick, "The Functions of Conservative Opposition, 
159. 

"ibid., 160. 

^^Ibid., 165. 
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Parliament. But Churchill seemed to delight in irritating 

them. Early in January, Wolff wrote: 

You told me to write Hotel Mediterranean & I 
have done so three times. Now in your letter you do 
not give an address which is a very grave omission 
for a Statesman & conveys the idea that you are lying 
in perdu some where [sic] in the purlieus of Nice 
with a woman. . . . 

I am not at all against you giving up your 
Birmingham speech. But I should like you to be at 
the opening of Parlt." 

Wolff tried flattery on the thirteenth: 

After I wrote yesterday I met Lord Cairns who 
asked very particularly after you & said you were the 
only person who gave the opposition any animation. I 
wonder if he wishes to be Leader. He evidently wants 
to be friendly with us." 

The ever suspicious Wolff may have uncovered an 

ambition of Cairns that would explain why Cairns left Lord 

Salisbury searching for support for the amendments to the 

Arrears Bill. But the next day, Gorst tried another angle 

by discussing support in the constituencies: 

My workingman Seer, from Chattan came to see me a day 
or two ago & said the dockyard men were very 
discontented with the leading people in Chattan for 
not supporting me properly & were thinking of 
refusing to vote for them on the Local Boards at 

"wolff to Randolph Churchill, 8 January 1883, Papers 
of Randolph Spencer Churchill, University Library, 
Cambridge, Add. Ms. 9248/1/93, hereafter referred to as 
Churchill Papers. 

"wolff to Randolph Churchill, 13 January 1883, 
Churchill Papers, Cambridge, Add. Ms. 9248/1/96. 
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Easter next unless they altered their course. This 
if true is one indication more of our popularity 
amongst the rank & file of the party, which must 
produce its effect sooner or later with the upper 
class, notwithstanding the obtuseness of its vision." 

On the same day, Wolff again tried flattery. 

Referring to Thomas Chenery, the editor of the Times. 

Wolff reported him as saying that, "the worst of the 

Conservatives was that there was no Leader but one to be 

selected & none born to lead-but you. That you could lead 

in a year or two if you kept your health which you need to 

look after. "̂^ 

In frustration, Wolff tried anger and guilt in a 

letter on January 22, writing "You have quite given up 

writing to me & have not taken any notice of the many 

letters I have sent you."" But as usually happens when 

one has taken a firm stand, Wolff found the ground cut 

away from under him and answered a letter from Churchill 

on the twenty-fourth. Wolff wrote that Churchill's "time 

is now arriving. . . . I should be glad to see you in 

your place."" Apparently, Churchill had also written his 

"corst to Randolph Churchill, 14 January 1883, 
Churchill Papers, Cambridge, Add. Ms. 9248/1/97. 

^^Wolff to Randolph Churchill, 14 January 1883, 
Churchill Papers, Cambridge, Add. Ms. 9248/1/98. 

"wolff to Randolph Churchill, 22 January 1883, 
Churchill Papers, Cambridge, Add. Ms. 9248/1/100. 

"wolff to Randolph Churchill, 24 January 1883, 
Churchill Papers, Cambridge, Add. Ms. 9248/1/101. 
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mother, the Duchess of Marlborough, for Wolff commented 

that "Yesterday I saw the Duchess who read me portions of 

your letter. Depend upon it if we three remain firm we 

can do much. "̂* 

By this time, Balfour had slipped away from concerted 

action with the Fourth Party. Lady Frances Balfour was 

quite happy to see Arthur disassociate himself from the 

Fourth Party. Lady Frances was the daughter of the Eighth 

Duke of Argyll and thus was raised as a devout Whig. She 

was married to Eustace Balfour, the alcoholic youngest 

brother of Arthur. Lady Frances attempted to convince 

Arthur to move away literally from the Fourth Party. She 

stated that Arthur 

was by that time too comfortable on his bench, and 
too well amused by his company even to try and 
disentangle himself from either. The exertion of 
disentangling himself from anything, would have been 
far too great an effort. On one of these occasions 
of fiery onslaught, wearied with my importunity, he 
said he was not going to change his seat in the 
Commons, he had room for his legs on that front seat 
below the gangway, and he was not going to change it, 
until he found one as comfortable." 

John Gorst sent a long letter to Lord Randolph on 

January 29 discussing the coming session, the future of 

the Conservative Party, and the Fourth Party's reputation. 

^*Wolff to Randolph Churchill, 25 January 1883, 
Churchill Papers, Cambridge, Add. Ms. 9248/1/102. 

QC 

"Lady Frances Balfour, Ne Obliviscaris Dinna Forget, 
vol. 1 (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1930), 377-378. 
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The Goat is coming back to try to lead the party. I 
look upon him as physically done for, and he will 
break down. Unless you are compelled to stay abroad 
either for the sake of your own or Lady Randolph's 
health I earnestly hope you will be on the spot ready 
for all emergencies." 

Gorst had heard that Sir Stafford Northcote was 

returning to London for the opening of Parliament. 

However, Gorst's prediction of Northcote's collapse was a 

little premature. Northcote did suffer from heart 

disease. Despite that, Sir Stafford's heart condition did 

not prove fatal until 1887, when he died waiting to see 

Salisbury at Number 10 Downing Street. 

Prophesying a division in the Tory ranks over 

resistance to an increase in the county franchise, Gorst 

thought that most of the borough members would not support 

Northcote. With the passage of the Franchise Bill, Gorst 

believed that the next general election would sweep away 

most of the Conservative Front Bench. "I regard the 

present Conservative Borough members as the nucleus of the 

Tory party of the Future." Gorst wanted the Fourth Party 

to "identify itself with the section of the party which is 

favourable to the extension of the franchise . . . To 

conciliate the support of the Tory aristocracy I regard as 

hopeless. "̂ ' 

"oorst to Randolph Churchill, 29 January 1883, 
Churchill Papers, Cambridge, Add. Ms. 9248/1/105. 

^^Ibid. 
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Expanding on the theme of the animus of the Tory 

aristocracy, Gorst reported the impressions of Lady 

Dorothy Nevill, giver of grand luncheons and the gossip of 

the great. Lady Dorothy was well-received in the social 

circles of both the Conservatives and the Liberals. 

Lady D. Nevill tells me that wherever she goes, 
she heard [sic] us denounced or pooh-poohed. No body 
speaks of us with respect except the other side. Our 
real strength lies in popular support, and the more 
bold & fearless we are, the more decided our 
opinions, & the plainer our declaration of a policy, 
the more will the rank & file of the Tory party 
adhere to us & compel their representatives to follow 
us. The fact that both at Preston & Liverpool the 
Tory candidate declared himself favourable to us is 
significant, notwithstanding the fact that in both 
cases our man was beaten." 

Convinced that the "Tory aristocracy" would never 

accept them, Gorst urged the development of a Fourth Party 

power base among the constituencies. Rightly divining 

that the borough members would eventually hold the key to 

power in the House of Commons, the Fourth Party determined 

to embrace borough voters, which was what other 

Conservatives feared or avoided. Through the support of 

the rank and file, the Fourth Party would force the 

Conservative power structure to acknowledge and reward 

them. 

"ibid. 
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Gorst continued his plan for the coming Franchise 

Bill by outlining a course of action in another letter to 

Churchi11 : 

I am quite of your opinion that it is wise to remain 
unpledged to anything but the vaguest generalities on 
the franchise question till we see the Bill. But I 
fancy from what I have heard that our front bench may 
take the line of taunting the Govt, for not bringing 
in any franchise bill this year. That wd. give an 
excellent opportunity for us to attack both front 
benches at once, accusing them of dishonesty & not 
really desiring to do anything more than make 
political capital on the subject & intimating in 
general terms that we at least had no fear of the 
people & should be prepared to consider a measure 
when the Govt, screwed up their courage to the 
production of one. That would be very nasty to both 
sides & wd. not commit us." 

Setting up a plan to discredit both the Liberal 

Government and the Conservative leadership to gain support 

from the voters, Gorst was turning into quite a 

Machiavellian figure. Gorst continued his plans for 

humiliating his own front bench in a letter to Sir Henry 

Drummond Wolff. Gorst wrote, "The Goat is expected in 

London on Saturday. No one knows what Bradlaugh is going 

to do. I feel sure that the Goat will make a mess of it, 

if we abstain from giving him council or help."^" 

"oorst to Randolph Churchill, 5 February 1883, 
Churchill Papers, Cambridge, Add. Ms. 9248/1/107. 

^"Oorst to Wolff, 7 February 1883, Churchill Papers, 
Cambridge, Add. Ms. 9248/1/108. 
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However, now Gorst was forced to urge both Wolff and 

Churchill to return for the opening of Parliament. 

Evidently, Gorst's arguments for Churchill's return 

bore some fruit. Fitzroy Stewart, Secretary of the 

National Union of Conservative and Constitutional 

Associations as well as for the Central Committee, wrote 

that he had heard through Gorst "that Randolph is coming 

back for the meeting of Parliament, the party can not do 

without him, and I hope his health will not suffer from 

leaving the warmer climate of the South of France. "̂^̂  

Stewart had news about the health of another Conservative: 

Edward Stanhope brings a good account of Sir 
Stafford's state of health; I am all for the latter 
going on until a suitable successor is found for him, 
& I hold now very strongly the opinion that before 
long Randolph will be the leader of the party. From 
what I hear people are getting accustomed much more 
to the idea of it than they were. The Liberals hold 
the opinion very strongly be long [before long?] 
Randolph will lead us in the Commons.'" 

Stewart gave a slightly different view of the 

position that Churchill held in the party from the one 

given by Lady Dorothy Nevill. Both stated that the 

Liberals had more faith in Churchill and the Fourth Party 

than the Conservatives. Stewart implied that resistance 

^^Vitzroy Stewart to the Duchess of Marlborough, 8 
February 1883, Churchill Papers, Cambridge, Add. Ms. 
9248/1/110. 

1"lbid. 
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to Churchill was gradually being worn away. But Churchill 

and the Fourth Party soon created further dissention in 

the Conservative Party after the opening of Parliament on 

February 15. 

The Conservative Opposition prolonged debate over the 

Queen's Speech that opened Parliament. Gorst once more 

brought up the Kilmainham Treaty. He also took the lead 

in criticizing the Government over its actions in the 

Transvaal. But soon the Fourth Party and Lord Randolph 

Churchill were the objects of the implied criticism of Sir 

Stafford Northcote. 

On March 8, a short article appeared in the Times. 

The article precipitated a terrible exchange between Sir 

Stafford Northcote and Lord Randolph Churchill. 

The Press Association is assured that if Sir 
Stafford Northcote moves the adjournment of the House 
to-morrow in the event of his being dissatisfied with 
the answer given to his question about the alleged 
Kilmainham Treaty, such action will not be taken at 
the instigation of the "Fourth party" as reported, 
but, on the contrary, in opposition to their express 
desire and advice. On account of the number of 
important questions remaining to be discussed upon 
the Estimates during the limited time remaining for 
that essential business before Easter, Lord Randolph 
Churchill, Mr. Gorst, and the members usually 
associated with them think it undesirable that the 
time should be curtailed by further discussion upon a 
subject already debated, especially as no practical 
result can be expected to follow.'" 

^""The Kilmainham Treaty Motion," Times (London), 8 
March 1883, p. 10. 
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Sir Stafford Northcote took exception to the article 

and addressed a mild rebuke to Lord Randolph: 

I understand that a good many of our friends are 
annoyed at the appearance of a kind of "communique" 
in the morning papers yesterday, to the effect that 
if I were to move the adjournment of the House (as 
some persons supposed I intended to do) the "Fourth 
Party" would not support the motion by rising in 
their places. You will, I am sure, understand that 
any steps taken with the apparent purpose of marking 
out a separate Party within the general body of the 
Conservatives, must be prejudicial to the interests 
of the whole: and I ["do not think I go too far in 
asking you to use your influence to prevent for the 
future any similar action" was written and then 
marked out] therefore call your attention to the 
matter in the hope of preventing similar 
embarrassments in the future.'"* 

The letter made it clear that Northcote had dropped 

the pleasant fiction that the Fourth Party was a 

Conservative private jest. A tumor was not welcome in the 

Conservative body and would not be allowed to grow. On 

the same day that Northcote wrote to Churchill, he also 

informed Salisbury of his actions. 

I have found it necessary to write to Randolph 
on the subject of the Communique which appeared in 
yesterday's morning papers. . . . I do not know who 
sent the Communique: but I know I can have the 
information if I ask for it. Many of our best men 
are extremely angry, and I believe that some of them 
will refuse to vote for Gorst's Transvaal motion on 
the ground that they cannot stand the doings of the 
Fourth. It is becoming necessary to bring our young 

'̂'*Iddesleigh Papers, BL Add. Mss. 50021, fol. 77 
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friend to his bearings, otherwise the party will be 
quite disorganised.^"^ 

Northcote made some interesting admissions in his 

letter to Lord Salisbury. Northcote admitted that he did 

not know from whom the newspapers had received their 

information. He also admitted that he had not tried to 

discover who had sent the information although he admitted 

that he could. Sir Stafford also revealed that certain 

Conservatives would not support what Northcote described 

as "a very good motion" simply because a member of the 

Fourth Party proposed it.^" Not only did the Fourth Party 

attempt to embarrass the "Old Gang," but the "Old Gang" 

attempted to embarrass the Fourth Party. However, 

Northcote's letter lacked any indication of anger directed 

toward the Fourth Party in general or Churchill in 

particular. 

Lord Salisbury's reply to Northcote's letter was 

pithy: 

I got your letter this morning. I am not at all 
surprised that you thought it necessary to 
communicate with R. C : I was disagreeably struck by 
the communique when I read it. We have to contend, I 
fear, against considerable bitterness on Gorst's 
part, arising out of the differences of last year. 

I have avoided all communication on House of 
Commons subjects with the three men in question as I 

^"Northcote to Salisbury, 9 March 1883, Hatfield House 
Papers. 

'»6ibid. 
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thought it was eminently a case in which the broth 
would be spoilt by a superfluity of cooks.'"' 

Salisbury seemed to indicate that Gorst was the evil 

force behind Churchill. The writings of "Two 

Conservatives" and the articles in rebuttal and Gorst's 

forced resignation as the Principal Agent indicated some 

bitterness on both sides. Lord Salisbury noted that he 

had cut off all communication with Churchill, Wolff, and 

Gorst on operations in the House of Commons. He in 

essence turned over all discipline of the three to Sir 

Stafford Northcote. In so doing, he reaffirmed the Dual 

Control. 

By the time Lord Salisbury's reply was penned, the 

battle of wills between Sir Stafford Northcote and Lord 

Randolph Churchill had intensified. Churchill's answer to 

Northcote's letter was rude, condescending, haughty, and, 

at times, maudlin. Churchill wrote: 

In reply to your letter of today's date I have 
to remark that members who sit below the gangway have 
always acted in the House of Commons with a very 
considerable degree of independence of the recognized 
and constituted chiefs of either party; nor can I 
(who owe nothing to anyone and depend upon no one) in 
any way or at any time depart from that well 
established and highly respectable tradition.'"'' 

'̂'̂ Sal isbury to Northcote, 11 March 1883, Iddesleigh 
Papers, BL Add. Ms. 50020. 

^"churchi11 to Northcote, 9 March 1883, Iddesleigh 
Papers, BL Add. Ms. 50021, fol. 79. 
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Churchill's statement about the independence given to 

those who sit below the gangway in Opposition was correct. 

But then, no one had attempted to form his own distinct 

party below the gangway, either. As for Lord Randolph's 

statement that he owed nothing to anyone and depended on 

nobody, that was pure Churchi11ian bombast. But Churchill 

was more on the mark in his next comments: 

I am not aware that there was any "communique" 
on the matter to which your letter refers; and I must 
altogether decline to be responsible for the gossip 
of the Lobby which may find its way into the Daily 
and Weekly Press. 

I will suggest however that "similar 
embarrassments" might be avoided for the future, if 
the small party of Conservatives who sit below the 
gangway were to be occasionally informed beforehand 
of of [sic] your intentions on any particular matter. 
They consider that they have during the whole of this 
parliament worked harder in the House of Commons than 
any other members of the Party, and they know that a 
very considerable and widely spread body of public 
opinion in the country approve entirely of the course 
of action which they have adopted.'" 

Churchill denied any knowledge that such a statement 

had been printed, which was certainly not a denial that he 

had made such a statement. Apparently, however, Churchill 

had some reason for his confident assertions of hard labor 

in the House of Commons and support outside of the House. 

T. P. O'Connor, Member of Parliament and newspaper 

correspondent, published an article dated March 10 that 

supported Churchill's views. After deploring the poor 

1"lbid. 
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health of Northcote that forced him to leave the House at 

the early hour of midnight, O'Connor turned to the growing 

reputation of Lord Randolph Churchill: 

It is this want of respect for the titular 
leaders of the Conservative party that has given Lord 
Randolph Churchill his chance and his position. He 
is the son of a Duke, and so recommends himself to a 
party which stands by the privileges of birth. Then 
he is dashing, witty, unscrupulous, cheeky, and 
marvellously [sic] industrious. It is one of the 
many marvels of the House of Commons to see this 
thin, undersized, pasty-faced young man, who is in 
very poor health who at college could never be got to 
learn a lesson . . . working away at blue books as 
though he were a civil servant with $1,000 per annum. 
He is reaping the reward of the hard work through 
which he has passed the last three years. Everybody 
now recognizes that all the spirit and go which exist 
in the Conservative party, have been infused into it 
by this dashing, irrepressible, and, at first sight, 
frivolous youth. He has lived down the ridicule 
which used to be cast upon him by his friends as well 
as by his foes, and at thirty-four he stands out as 
perhaps the one man of unblemished promise in his 
party.'^° 

The "one man of unblemished promise in his party" 

continued his attack on Northcote: 

There would be less danger of "marking out a 
separate Party within the general body of 
Conservatives" if you would use your influence with 
some of your late colleagues so as to induce them to 
abstain from holding my friends and myself up to 
ridicule and dislike, by their speeches in the 
country, or covertly by inspiring that portion of the 
Daily Press which is notoriously under the influence 
of the Front Opposition Bench to attack and denounce 
us; whose only fault is that at all times and by all 
means we have never ceased from attacking. 

^̂ T̂. P. O'Connor, Gladstone's House of Commons (London 
Ward and Downey, 1885), 305. 
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denouncing, and embarrassing the present Government. 
On this point I expressed myself rather freely to Mr. 
Rowland Winn [Conservative Chief Whip in the Commons] 
at the end of the autumn session. I regret that my 
so doing has rather increased than modified the 
mischief.''^ 

Apparently, the attacks on the Fourth Party in The 

Nineteenth Century had touched a raw nerve to produce such 

a melodramatic passage. However, Sir Stafford managed to 

send a very conciliatory and rather mild reply to 

Churchill's letter: 

I am very sensible of the zeal and ability which 
you and your immediate friends show in your 
Parliamentary work. But to turn your work to the 
best account you really ought to consider the first 
principles of Party action, and unless you mean to 
absolutely to [sic] dissever yourselves from the main 
body you ought to act heartily with it except upon 
occasions when you feel yourselves to [sic] bound to 
differ from it; and when those occasions arise you 
ought to frankly but amicably to [sic] tell the 
leaders what your difficulties and intentions are. 
You may be well assured that I am only too pleased to 
confer with all members of the party on these terms, 
and with yourself as frankly as with any one. 

What I must object to is, the apparent 
maintenance of a distinct organisation within the 
Party. It produces soreness and difficulty.''^ 

^^^Churchill to Northcote, 9 March 1883, Iddesleigh 
Papers, BL Add. Ms. 50021, fol. 79. Winston Churchill in 
his biography of his father edited the grammar, syntax, and 
punctuation errors found in the exchange of letters between 
Sir Stafford and Lord Randolph. See his Lord Randolph 
Churchill. 187-190. 

^^^Northcote to Churchill, 10 March 1883, Iddesleigh 
Papers, BL Add. Ms. 50021, fol. 82. 
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Northcote was very tactfully telling the Fourth Party 

to dissolve and act with the main body of the Conservative 

Party. Churchill's reply disproved that "A soft answer 

turneth away wrath." Churchill authored a coldly 

contemptuous defense of his position: 

I beg to acknowledge the receipt of your letter. 
I do not see my way to complete acquiescence in views 
you have been kind enough to express to me. Since I 
have been in Parliament, I have always acted on my 
own account and shall continue to do so, for I have 
not found the results of such a line of action at all 
unsati sfactory. 

It is not in the power of any Conservative 
however hostile towards me to throw the slightest 
doubt upon the orthodoxy of my political views, and 
with respect to what may conduce to the ultimate 
benefit of the Tory Party I conceive that the widest 
latitude of opinion at the present moment is not only 
allowable but indeed imperative. 

You have not thought it necessary to allude to 
the remarks I made in my reply I made to your first 
letter, concerning the censure, the intrigue, the 
dislike, open or imperfectly concealed of several of 
those who appear to be deeply in your confidence and 
who may possibly be comprised amongst those whom you 
designate as "leaders". These are matters on which I 
am perfectly informed and equally unconcerned, but at 
the same time their existence rather weakens the 
effect of the second letter which I have received 
from you. 

The parties I allude to have a past to get rid 
of. I have not, and the numerous letters which I 
have for some time received, and which I continue to 
receive from all parts of the country and from all 
sorts of individuals and bodies enable me to be 
confident that my political actions and views are not 
so entirely personal as you would seem to imagine. 

In conclusion I would observe that I did not 
commence this correspondence but that as you have 
done me the honour to communicate to me your opinions 
on my attitude in Parliament I am under the 
impression that it would not be respectful to you if 
I were not to avail myself of the opportunity to 
place clearly before you what that attitude will 
continue to be. it [sic] will be the same in the 
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future as it has been in the past, and as I have no 
particular personal object in view and therefore 
nothing to lose, I can await the result with 
considerable equanimity.''^ 

Churchill's defiant letter was for all intents and 

purposes an open declaration of war. Churchill would 

remain a Conservative but he would determine what a 

Conservative was. Once again, Churchill threw his popular 

support in Northcote's face. Churchill's claim to "have 

no particular personal object" must have brought a grim 

smile to Sir Stafford's lips. 

The next member of the Fourth Party to censure 

Northcote was John Eldon Gorst. Gorst had taken the lead 

in introducing motions concerning the Transvaal during the 

absence of Michael Hicks Beach, the Conservative Party's 

recognized expert on South Africa. Upon the return of 

Beach, Gorst was requested by Northcote to give way to 

Beach's lead. Gorst complained as only he could complain 

but had offered to withdraw. Then Gorst rebuked 

Northcote: 

Under the circumstances I think I am entitled to 
the support of yourself and your colleagues against 
the malevolent misstatements of your supporters. The 
continued persecutions to which I have been subjected 
in the Conservative ranks since 1874, and against 
which I have vainly looked for some support from the 
leaders to whom I have always been so loyal, are not 
in my judgement calculated to consolidate a party. 

^^^Churchill to Northcote, 10 March 1883, Iddesleigh 
Papers, BL Add. Ms. 50021, fol. 84. 
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nor to advance the common object which we all profess 
(though I fear many very hypocritically) to have in 
view.''* 

Gorst would never get over his humiliation and pain 

at being passed over after the Conservative victory in 

1874. He never forgot a slight nor allowed others to 

forget that he had been slighted. However, of the three 

remaining members of the Fourth Party, Gorst did seem the 

least disrespectful of Northcote and his position. 

More trouble developed after the program for the 

unveiling of a statue of Beaconsfield was revealed at the 

end of March. Sir Stafford Northcote was to have the more 

prominent role of unveiling the statue and delivering the 

eulogy. Lord Salisbury was to simply propose a vote of 

thanks for Sir Stafford for his speech. But on March 29, 

a letter appeared in the Times signed by "A Tory." The 

letter protested the choice of Northcote as the one to 

unveil the statue of Disraeli and wanted to know what body 

delegated to itself the right to determine the program. 

"A Tory" proclaimed. 

Many of us consider that the function would rightly 
devolve upon Lord Salisbury, the colleague of Lord 
Beaconsfield in the great event of his administration 
[probably referring to the settlement at the Congress 
of Berlin], a member of the House to which Lord 

^̂ *Gorst to Northcote, 13 March 1883, Iddesleigh Papers, 
BL Add. Ms. 50041, fol. 144. 
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Beaconsfield belonged when he died, and his successor 
as the leader of that House.^^^ 

"A Tory" saw a sinister purpose behind the choice of 

Sir Stafford Northcote. To "A Tory," 

It is the continuation of a series of attempts 
by the partisans of Sir Stafford Northcote (possibly 
without his consent) to achieve a permanent triumph 
over that much larger portion of the party who regard 
Lord Salisbury as the natural leader. 

The adherents of Sir Stafford Northcote have 
freely and busily circulated a rumour that a decision 
has been taken in high quarters to summon Sir 
Stafford Northcote in preference to Lord Salisbury 
whenever the country may again require the services 
of Conservative statesmen. With the object of 
suggesting in high quarters that such a choice would 
be acceptable to the Conservative party, the present 
step has been taken.^'° 

The "rumour," of course, was not a rumor. The Queen 

had clearly indicated in 1881 that she considered 

Northcote to be the successor of Beaconsfield but 

unfortunately, the Queen had not consulted the Fourth 

Party about the matter. Harold Gorst revealed in 1906 

what many people suspected: the letter was an attempt by 

the Fourth Party to cause controversy.^^^ However, the 

controversy caused by this "anonymous" letter was nothing 

compared to the controversy caused by the signed letter 

^̂ "̂A Tory," "The Conservative Party," Times (London), 
29 March 1883, p. 9. 

^̂ Îbid. 

^̂ Ĥarold Gorst, The Fourth Party. 227-228. 
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sent by Lord Randolph Churchill to the Times over the 

strenuous objections of his friends. 

In his letter, Churchill insisted that the 

Conservatives must choose a leader for the country to 

rally around. Churchill suggested three possible leaders: 

Lord Salisbury, Lord Cairns, and Sir Stafford Northcote. 

If the electors are in a negative frame of mind they 
may accept Sir Stafford Northcote; if they are in a 
cautious frame of mind they may shelter themselves 
under Lord Cairns; if they are in an English frame of 
mind they will rally round Lord Sal isbury .̂ °̂ 

To Churchill, Northcote represented a "surrender-to-the-

inevitable" attitude. Lord Cairns would plod the tried 

and true Conservative path. Lord Salisbury would chart an 

adventurous course. Lord Randolph then charged the 

"Junta" of leaders in the House of Commons with 

a series of neglected opportunities, pusillanimity, 
combativeness at wrong moments, vacillation, dread of 
responsibility, repression and discouragement of 
hard-working followers, collusions with the 
Government, hankerings after coalitions, jealousies, 
commonplaces, want of perception on the part of the 
former lieutenants of Lord Beaconsfield . . . ̂  

Churchill continued to rail against "third-rate 

statesmen" who were "just good enough to fill subordinate 

offices while Lord Beaconsfield was alive," "'bourgeois' 

'̂̂ Lord Randolph Churchill, "The Conservative Party," 
Times (London), 2 April 1883, p. 8. 

Î Îbid. 
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placemen, 'honourable' Tadpoles, hungry Tapers, Irish 

lawyers." He called upon the "Conservative associations 

in the country, and the various centres of provincial 

Conservative thought" to "speak out and bring pressure to 

bear upon the wirepullers in London . . . " Churchill 

maintained that Lord Salisbury should lead the 

Conservative Party for "Even his opponents admit that he 

has projected a policy rightly conceiving and eloquently 

expressing the true principles of popular Toryism." 

Salisbury must be rescued because, "partly from a 

magnanimous trust in the good faith of others, partly from 

a very high, perhaps an exaggerated, idea of political 

loyalty," he "is in danger of being sacrified 

[sacrificed?] to the internecine jealousies of some of the 

i?n most useless of his former colleagues."^" 

Lord Randolph's letter united the Conservative 

Parliamentary party. However, it united the party against 

him. Even Churchill's friends were angry at him. Frances 

Balfour recorded in her diary that on April 2, she had 

gone "to Carlton Gardens and found Arthur there, furious 

with Randolph Churchill for his attack on Northcote's 

leadership in his letter to The Times. I have never seen 

him so cross and agitated before. "̂^̂  Arthur Balfour's 

120lbid. 

^^Vrances Balfour, Ne Obliviscaris Dinna Forget. 1 
380. 
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anger did not die quickly. Lady Frances was able to 

record on April 8: 

I never saw Arthur so violently annoyed by 
anything as this question of Randolph and the 
leadership. Uncle Robert [Lord Salisbury] pities 
him, but cannot make out why he is in such a state. 
I imagine Arthur's position as his nephew has added 
to the difficulties, and that there are "wheels 
within wheels" which Salisbury does not know of. 
Chiefly, that there is a lot of truth in it, and that 
Sir Stafford is very incapable of leading the present 
Opposition. Arthur's temper is quite alarming. My 
meekness only made him worse. "If you sit there 
looking so meek, I'll shake you" was his last word. 
I like to see a Balfour really worked up now and 
then! '̂^ 

Whether or not Sir Stafford could lead was really 

unimportant for the moment. An open attack by a 

Conservative on his leader was disgraceful. The 

Conservatives began to rally around Northcote. He was 

viewed as a faithful servant of the party, in ill health, 

who had valued his duty to the party over his personal 

comfort. Rowland Winn sent a word of cheer to Sir 

Stafford: 

I of course saw with very real regret the letter 
Randolph Churchill sent to yesterday's Times. The 
connection between it and the previous one signed "a 
Tory" is too transparent to deceive anyone-I should 
like to know what Ld. Salisbury's views on the 
subject are but I agree with you in thinking that 
something must be done shortly. I believe but little 
harm is being suffered in the House of Commons 
everyone [sic] there knows well enough how to 
estimate disloyal action of that kind and the motives 

^̂ îbid., 381 
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which prompt it-but it is not so in the country and 
I rather fear an idea being established that there is 
a split in the party or at all events a want of 
cordiality which may soon lead to one. 

. . . The Morning Post has a strong leader this 
morning against Randolph. It is only a very short 
time since they opened their columns to him freely, a 
proceeding I hope Borthwick will not repeat.^" 

Winn's letter indicated that Churchill's actions were 

viewed as "disloyal" by the Conservative parliamentary 

party. However, Winn was worried that the country might 

view the letter as a split in the Tory Party. Winn noted 

that Algernon Borthwick, the editor of The Morning Post, 

had published an article denouncing Churchill. Borthwick 

was an ally of the Fourth Party and had given Churchill 

extensive coverage. Winn hoped that the article heralded 

a change in that policy. Winn had expressed an interest 

in Lord Salisbury's views on Churchill's letter. The 

Standard in an editorial stated that. 

Lord Salisbury has assured Sir Stafford 
Northcote and his political friends that he has no 
sympathy with the views contained in Lord Randolph 
Churchill's letter, and that its proposals meet with 
his entire condemnation. . . . 

We believe that measures are already in progress 
for the purpose of satisfying Sir Stafford Northcote 
that he possesses the support and confidence of his 
followers in the House of Commons. It is probable 
that an address will be presented to him; but it has 
not yet been decided what form the expression of 
confidence will take. Lord Randolph Churchill's 
letter has created the strongest feelings of 

^"Rowland Winn to Northcote, 3 April 1883, Iddesleigh 
Papers, BL Add. Ms. 50041, fol. 158. 
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indignation among the general body of the 
Conservative Party.'^* 

As difficult as it may be to believe. The Standard 

made a very important mistake in its article. Lord 

Salisbury had made no such statement. Salisbury evidently 

took the approach of "Least said, soonest mended." He 

wrote, "All this fuss is so much grist to R. C.'s mill. I 

have not even made any communication of any kind on the 

subject of Northcote or his friends. The Standard says I 

have—but it is pure invention."" 

The Standard continued to thrash Lord Randolph 

Churchill in particular and the Fourth Party in general. 

An editorial on April 4 noted that the Fourth Party, while 

in some respects well-known, had pretentions beyond its 

abilities. The editorial touted the official party line 

to be taken with the Fourth Party when it stated: 

There can, of course, be no doubt that the activity 
of the three or four atoms who constitute this 
political molecule has secured for them collectively 
and individually a certain amount of notoriety; it 
has, nevertheless, at times, signally embarrassed the 
tactics of the recognized and legitimate Leaders of 
the Opposition. . . . 

When first the little group of ambitious 
politicians who scorned the modest role of discipline 
which men of infinitely higher capacity and claims 
cheerfully accept was formed, it was a piece of 

^2*Editorial , The Standard (London), 3 April 1883, p. 5 

2̂̂ Sal isbury to Balfour, 3 April 1883, Balfour Papers, 
BL Add. Ms. 49688, fol. 63. 
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harmless pleasantry to call it the "Fourth Party." 
But the name given in play has been accepted in 
earnest; and Lord Randolph Churchill and his friends 
have learnt to assume airs as if they were a power in 
the State.'2° 

Having put the Fourth Party in its place. The 

Standard turned to Churchill and his letter. Denying the 

idea of plots among the Conservative leaders for 

supremacy. The Standard once again proclaimed the official 

party position: 

There is no struggle for Leadership, because there is 
no occasion for rivalry. When the Conservative Party 
is called to power, the choice of the Sovereign will, 
we are confident, reflect the desire of the Party. 
Meanwhile, Lord Randolph Churchill may profitably 
reflect that when he has acquired a tithe of the 
experience and displayed a tithe of the capacity and 
industry which Sir Stafford Northcote has proved by 
thirty years of faithful service, it will be time for 
him to think of prompting the policy of the Party. ̂ " 

The Liberal, Henry Labouchere, amused himself with 

his usual tongue-in-cheek article in his paper. Truth. 

The "Tory" has held his secret, and no one has 
discovered who wrote the letter which appeared above 
this signature in the Times, and which has so excited 
the Conservatives. The members of the Fourth Party 
vow, collectively and individually, that it was not 
written by any of them, and, of course, they are to 
be believed, although it looks very much as though 
the letter of the "Tory" was merely leading up to the 
subsequent one of Lord Randolph Churchi 11 .'̂° 

126 Editorial, The Standard (London), 4 April 1883, p. 5 

2̂7ibid. 

^^^Editorial, Truth (London), 5 April 1883, p. 461. 
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The members of the Fourth Party were, apparently, 

incapable of lying. A proclamation of confidence in 

Northcote was proposed and prepared. Salisbury still 

remained aloof, but Balfour faithfully kept him informed. 

In one of his missives, Balfour discussed the 

proclamation. "I enclose the form of testimonial to 

Northcote which is to be signed by the Conservative Party! 

It is absurd (in my opinion) but not offensive. I have of 

course announced my willingness to sign."^" Nor was 

Balfour alone in his willingness to sign. 

Over two hundred Conservatives signed the testimonial 

including Gorst and Wolff. Lord Randolph Churchill did 

not sign it. In defiance, Churchill sent another letter 

to the Times, which was published on April 9. 

Acknowledging that he never believed that most of the 

Conservative members of the House of Commons would accept 

his views, Churchill claimed that he was appealing to 

"those large masses of the electors . . . who hold 

Conservative opinions . . . I was addressing the new 

1 ̂n rather than the old Conservatives.""'" 

Churchill charged that the Dual Control did not work 

and that "unity of action" did not exist between Lord 

^"Balfour to Salisbury, 5 April 1883, quoted in Robin 
Harcourt-Wi11iams, Salisbury-Balfour Correspondence, p. 96. 

^"Lord Randolph Churchill, "The Conservative Party," 
Times (London), 9 April 1883, p. 8. 
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Salisbury and Sir Stafford Northcote. To prove his point, 

Churchill referred to the failed amendments to the Arrears 

Bill. Upon Northcote's urging, Salisbury had taken his 

stand on the amendments and had then been unsupported and 

deserted by Northcote. 

As an example of the necessity of a single leader of 

the party, Churchill recalled that when Sir Henry Drummond 

Wolff and Lord Percy had first opposed Bradlaugh's claim 

to take the oath of allegiance in order to take his seat 

in Parliament, Northcote had failed to support them. Only 

when Lord Beaconsfield supported Wolff and Percy was 

Northcote 

refrained from supporting the Government against his 
own followers. It is well that these facts should be 
recalled at a moment when Sir Stafford Northcote is 
gaining great renown as the Defender of the Faith, 
and when some of those who originally arrested the 
Bradlaugh scandal are being charged with mutiny.̂ ^̂  

Lord Randolph reminded the readers that great changes 

had come to the political scene: 

I have often read with interest in The Times weighty 
arguments against what is denominated "the increasing 
violence and rancour of modern party-struggles." I 
should prefer the expression "increasing animation 
and energy." The fact is indisputable. It may not 
necessarily be an evil, but for its existence the 
Radical party is responsible. They have removed the 
chief centre of political discussion from its ancient 
abode in Parliament to the modern institution of the 

" ' ib id . 
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platform and the "stump," and into these regions 
their adversaries must not hesitate to follow."^" 

The center of political discussion was no longer in 

Parliament but before the people. According to Churchill, 

the Conservative Party not only had to face that fact but 

also to embrace it. In what was arguably the most 

controversial statement in this letter, Churchill 

maintained that if the ideas and opinions of the 

Conservative Party were to prevail, 

it is essential that they should be represented by, 
and identified with a statesman who fears not to 
meet, and who knows how to sway immense masses of the 
working classes, and who, either by his genius or his 
eloquence, or by all the varied influences of an 
ancient name, can "move the hearts of households." 
Without such a leader the Conservative PAPty is 
beaten even before the battle has begun.^" 

The "statesman" described by Churchill easily could 

have been Lord Salisbury. However, Lord Randolph did not 

mention Lord Salisbury in connection with the description. 

Such a description could also be applied to Lord Randolph 

Churchill. Many jumped to the conclusion that Churchill 

was putting himself forward for the position of leader of 

the Conservative Party. Churchill claimed that his only 

object in writing the article was to avert "grave disaster 

in the future." If he "even approached" accomplishing 

^"ibid. 

^"ibid. 
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that goal, he was "only too happy to bear the brunt of a 

little temporary effervescence, and to be the scapegoat on 

which doomed mediocrities may lay the burden of their 

exposed i ncapaci ty. "̂ *̂ 

The letters of Lord Randolph Churchill affected the 

actions of the Conservative Party in Parliament. T. P. 

O'Connor noted this change on April 14 in one of his 

reports: 

I have told you of the letter which he [Churchill] 
wrote attacking the leadership of Sir Stafford 
Northcote. The effect of that letter has been to 
entirely re-establish the position of Sir Stafford. 
But it has done more than that; it has subjected the 
policy of the Conservative party to one other curious 
and complete transformation. . . . The Fourth Party 
used to be always in their places, and kept things 
going all the time. The Fourth Party is no longer in 
existence. . . . Mr. Gorst, Sir Henry Wolff, and, I 
believe, Mr. Balfour, signed the address of 
confidence to Sir Stafford Northcote. This was 
throwing over Lord Randolph Churchill with a 
vengeance; and there is a report to the effect that 
Lord Randolph is not now even on speaking terms with 
Mr. Gorst. Their places in the House of Commons, 
accordingly, know them no more; and the measures of 
the Government are, therefore, free from the constant 
and vigilant hostility which that small group used 
always to offer. This is not all. The vast and 
overwhelming majority of the Conservative party are 
absolutely dumb, and they are so indolent that they 
cannot be got even to attend the meetings of the 
House once they have gone away at the dinner hour.'" 

2̂*Ibid. 

135 

318. 
T. P. O'Connor, Gladstone's House of Commons. 317-
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The breach in the Fourth Party that O'Connor 

described began to close after the unveiling of Lord 

Beaconsfield's statue on the second anniversary of 

Disraeli's death. Sir Henry Drummond Wolff had attended 

the unveiling and thus arrived late at the House of 

Commons. The attendant of the Commons cloakroom, Mr. 

Cove, offered him a primrose for his buttonhole. Wolff 

entered the Commons to see row upon row of Conservatives 

wearing a primrose. As he and Lord Randolph left the 

House together, Wolff proposed a "Primrose League." 

Churchill readily concurred and the most successful 

contribution by the Fourth Party to popular Toryism was 

born.^" 

^"winston Churchill, Lord Randolph Churchill. 202-203, 
Harold Gorst, The Fourth Party. 238-239, Janet Henderson 
Robb, The Primrose League 1883-1906 (New York: AMS Press, 
Inc., 1968), 36. Sir Henry Drummond Wolff failed to shed 
much light on this area of his career. See Wolff, Rambling 
Recollections 2:269-270 for very little information. 
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CHAPTER VII 

PRIMROSES AND PLOTS 

Disraeli, who often had suffered prejudice and 

disdain even in his own party, was transformed after his 

death into an icon of British Conservatism. The Fourth 

Party, and especially Randolph Churchill, were, by April 

1883, suffering from the scorn of many of the same people 

who had at first opposed and despised Disraeli. In some 

respects outcasts from traditional Conservatism, the 

Fourth Party members sought a way to cloak themselves in 

the mantle of the growing veneration of Disraeli. This 

became the quest of Sir Henry Drummond Wolff while John 

Eldon Gorst plotted a way to gain control of the National 

Union of Conservative and Constitutional Associations. 

Churchill and Wolff had noticed that the streets of 

London and the Opposition seats of Parliament were filled 

with primroses on the second anniversary of Beaconsfield's 

death. But the use of primroses to honor Disraeli could 

be traced to his funeral. Queen Victoria sent two wreaths 

of primroses to Disraeli's funeral with an inscription 

which read, "His favourite flowers from Osborne, a tribute 

of affection from Queen Victoria."^ There was no real 

indication that Disraeli had a preference for primroses. 

^Lord Robert Blake, Disraeli. 752 
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One of Disraeli's friends, Lady Dorothy Nevill, once wrote 

on the subject that, "The primrose is now generally 

supposed to have been Lord Beaconsfield's favourite 

flower, but I cannot say for certain that I ever heard him 

express any particular partiality for it, though I dare 

say he may have done so."^ 

Lady Dorothy believed that Queen Victoria would send 

Disraeli primroses from Windsor. She thought it likely 

Disraeli had simply expressed his appreciation of the 

Queen's gift and it had been assumed that they were his 

favourite flowers. She recounted a conversation 

concerning the subject that she had with W. E. Gladstone: 

I sat next to Mr. Gladstone at a dinner some 
time after Lord Beaconsfield's death, and in the 
course of conversation he suddenly said: "Tell me. 
Lady Dorothy, upon your honour, have you ever heard 
Lord Beaconsfield express any particular fondness for 
the primrose?" I was compelled to admit that I had 
not, upon which he said* "The gorgeous lily, I think, 
was more to his taste."^ 

Whether Disraeli particularly cared for the flower or 

not, they were forever united in the minds of the public. 

Lady Frances Balfour remembered her stay at Hatfield 

House, Lord Salisbury's family estate, on April 19, 1882. 

^Lady Dorothy Nevill, The Reminiscences of Lady Dorothy 
Nevi11 (London: Edward Arnold, 1907), 210. 

^Ibid. , 211 . 
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She, from a family of prominent Whigs, had a little 

trouble adjusting to her new family politics. 

We were there on the first anniversary of 
Beaconsfield's death, which was marked by everybody 
wearing primroses, and the table was decorated with 
them. There used to be a delightful custom of 
providing button holes for the guests, and as they 
were brought before dinner to the bedrooms, on that 
night, they were all of primroses, and I wore mine, 
which did not escape the amusement of the family. 
"We do in Rome what Rome does," I answered, but I was 
undoubtedly broadening and possibly improving under 
the genial influence of this light hearted circle.* 

By the second anniversary of Disraeli's death, 

primroses were not just for Conservatives. Wolff had been 

struck by the number of primroses in the House of Commons. 

Not only Randolph Churchill but also Gathorne Hardy, Lord 

Cranbrook, was struck by the number of primroses out on 

the streets of London. Lord Cranbrook recorded that, "It 

was remarkable to see the universal prevalence of 

primroses yesterday & of course at the unveiling of the 

statue [Disraeli's] they were on every breast."^ 

Sir Henry Drummond Wolff set out to develop a league 

to take advantage of the popular sentiment. He drew from 

his experiences in such groups as the Foresters, 

*Lady Frances Balfour, Ne Obliviscaris Dinna Forget. 
335. 

^Johnson, ed.. The Diary of Gathorne Hardy. 516-517, 
entry for 20 April 1883. 
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Oddfellows, and Druids.^ Wolff, consulting only with 

Randolph Churchill, planned his league. His intention was 

to launch the organization as soon as possible. 

While Wolff was working on his league. Lord Randolph 

Churchill once again upset the Conservatives with another 

literary effort. On May 1, "Elijah's Mantle" appeared in 

The Fortnightly Review. Strangely enough, Churchill's 

earlier letters to the Times had not seemed to hurt his 

popularity in the boroughs. Thomas Freston, a leading 

Conservative in Manchester, sent Churchill a letter of 

encouragement and warning: 

The now famous letters to The Times were of 
course read here and freely discussed—Opinion 
generally concurred that your premises were sound-
but your mode of procedure was reprehensible. 

. . . Conservatism has been too closely 
identified with defence only—often the defence of 
monopolies—class interests & positions, the 
maintenance of which are incompatible with the 
necessities of the times. . . .' 

The Conservatives in Manchester agreed with 

Churchill's assessment of Northcote's leadership 

abilities. However, they believed that the columns of a 

newspaper were not the place to discuss his failings. 

Freston believed that the Conservative Party had been 

^Wolff, Rambling Recollections, vol. 2, 270. 

Vreston to Churchill, 26 April 1883, Cambridge 
University Library, Churchill Papers, Add. Mss. 9248/1/117 
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associated in the public mind with merely maintaining the 

status quo. The party must change with the times: 

The English working-men are sound & loyal-and 
would not be Radicals if Conservatives would trust 
them, consider their interests & needs-The [sic] 
Working Classes in Lancashire (& I feel throughout 
the country) recognize in you the champion they are 
looking for-who will give them what is reasonable 
and right under the present Constitution . . . 

The Working Classes look to you because you 
grasp thei r views of Conservatism. . . . 

Manchester working men are observing your course 
with intense interest & hope—Your tone towards Sir 
Stafford they regret—he is deeply respected—& 
beloved by them—they long to see you working well 
to the fore with him-not against him-you can 
lead "Young Toryism"-& yet do better work with him-
so think your friends here.^ 

Freston argued that the Conservatives could draw the 

English working classes if they would trust them or, as 

Churchill would later phrase it, "Trust the people." 

Freston also pointed out the position Churchill held among 

the working classes of England as their champion. But 

Freston warned Churchill to work within the hierarchy of 

the party. But by that time, Churchill had already 

determined to continue his attack on the party leadership. 

In "Elijah's Mantle," Lord Randolph described the 

scene at the unveiling of Lord Beaconsfield's statue. He 

painted a dark and forbidding picture. Churchill compared 

the setting to the election of 1880. At that time it was 

thought that "the light of Toryism could no longer shine, 

^Ibid. 
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could not even glimmer, was absolutely extinguished. So 

thought the placemen, so thought the rank and file, so 

thought the old men who crooned over the fires at the 

Carlton."' The Carlton Club was the chief meeting place 

for the Conservative faithful in London. Churchill 

painted the "Old Gang" as a group of doddering old men 

mumbling about past glories and present disasters. 

The "crowning blow" of Tory misfortunes was the death 

of Disraeli because since that time, there has hardly been 

"a Tory in or out of Parliament, high or low, rich or 

poor, who, observing at any particular moment the 

political situation, has not exclaimed, muttered, or 

thought, 'Oh, if Lord Beaconsfield were alive!.'" 

Churchill insisted this wish was the true measure of 

Disraeli's service to the party. But, 

This, too, is the criticism pointed and unanswerable 
on the conduct of affairs since his death, which no 
amount of memorials of confidence [such as the one 
for Northcote], no number of dinners in Pall Mall, no 
repetitions, however frequent, of gushing embraces 
between the lord and the commoner, can meet, modify, 
or gainsay. " 

Lord Randolph attacked Northcote directly, using 

Northcote's own speech honoring Disraeli against him: 

^Lord Randolph Churchill, "Elijah's Mantle; April 19th, 
1883," Fortnightly Review 33 (1 May 1883): 613-614. 

^^Ibid., 614. 
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It is curious and difficult of explanation that the 
three features of Lord Beaconsfield's career which 
his panegyrist [Northcote] singled out, "force of 
character, genius, undaunted courage," which one 
would have thought that a quarter of a century of 
constant association would have communicated 
themselves, at any rate to some extent, to Lord 
Beaconsfield's chief lieutenant, should be precisely 
the qualities which the greatest friends of Sir 
Stafford Northcote declare are conspicuous by their 
absence in the leader of the Opposition in the House 
of Commons. It is generally believed that the other 
three features insisted upon by the orator, 
"unwearying patience, perfect temper, and great 
magnanimity," Sir Stafford Northcote possesses 
with perhaps superfluous abundance.^^ 

Randolph Churchill had the ability to turn great 

virtues into vices. He continued his attack on Northcote 

by detailing instances in which he felt that Northcote had 

failed or betrayed Disraeli. Churchill then turned his 

attack on Lord Salisbury, stating that, "Possibly the 

character of Lord Beaconsfield was also to some extent 

imperfectly appreciated by Lord Salisbury . . . " 

Salisbury had, in speaking to an assembly of delegates of 

some Conservative associations prior to the unveiling, 

denounced the temptation to defeat a political opponent 

"'by bringing into the lobby men whose principles were 

divergent, and whose combined forces therefore could not 

lead to any wholesome victory.'" Churchill, with a sneer, 

gave his version of Realpoliti k: 

^4bid. , 616. 
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Excellent moralising, very suitable to the digestions 
of the country delegates, but one of those 
puritanical theories which party leaders are prone to 
preach on the platform, which has never guided for 
any length of time the actions of politicians in the 
House of Commons, and which, whenever apparently put 
into practice, invariably results in weak and inane 
proceedings. Discriminations between wholesome and 
unwholesome victories are idle and impractical. 
Obtain the victory, know how to follow it up, leave 
the wholesomeness or unwholesomeness to critics.^ 

Churchill, who may have inadvertently revealed 

something of a disdain for "country delegates," charged 

that "The condemnation of a particular method of gaining 

political victories was in reality a condemnation of the 

political career of the Earl of Beaconsfield." Churchill 

then proceeded to list the victories Disraeli had won by 

the use of "men whose principles were divergent." 

Churchill declared that if Disraeli's lieutenants had 

followed his example, the Gladstone Government might have 

been in a minority more than once. Churchill insisted 

that. 

The real moral of Mr. Disraeli's long series of 
parliamentary tactics, which Lord Salisbury probably 
appreciates, but thinks inexpedient to proclaim, is 
as follows: Take office only when it suits you, but 
put the Government in a minority whenever you 
decently can.'̂  

^^ibid. , 617. 

^^Ibid. , 618. 
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Churchill seemed to be very subtly associating his own 

actions and attitudes with those of Disraeli as if he were 

trying on "Elijah's Mantle," trying on Disraeli's clothes 

to see if they fit him-or if others would notice that they 

fit him. 

After proclaiming his new version of "The business of 

an Opposition is to oppose," Churchill once again attacked 

the Dual Control with the same old argument that even if 

Northcote and Salisbury were in perfect agreement, their 

followers were not. However, he added a new argument. 

Some, according to Churchill, believed that it was more 

useful to the party that the eventual chief of the 

Conservatives be a member of the House of Commons. "This 

position is asserted with much force and persistency by 

the clique which has attached itself to the fortunes of 

Sir Stafford Northcote." But, according to Churchill, 

The nucleus of the Tory party is the House of Lords. 
The existence of the party is inseparable for the 
existence of an hereditary chamber; as inseparable as 
the latter is from the existence of an hereditary 
monarchy. . . . Under present circumstances it is to 
the House of Lords alone that the Conservatives in 
the Commons look for the maintenance of their 
principles, for the rejection or modifications of 
existing legislation, and for an effective control of 
a Government which is believed to aim at great 
constitutional changes; and it is in the House of 
Lords that the genius and experience of the Tory 
party are concentrated. . . . On the House of Lords 
the brunt of the battle against Radical encroachments 
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will always fall when the Tories are in a minority in 
the Commons.'* 

Here Churchill was trying to turn back the sands of time. 

Salisbury eventually led the Conservatives from the House 

of Lords, but he was the last Conservative to do so. One 

Conservative, Sir Alec Douglas-Home, renounced his peerage 

to lead the party from the House of Commons. Quite 

possibly, Churchill was dreaming of a Churchill-Salisbury 

relationship similar to the Disraeli-Derby arrangement 

that eventually led Disraeli "to the top of the greasy 

pole," to become Prime Minister. 

Having made his argument that the sole head of the 

Conservative Party need not reside in the House of 

Commons, Churchill passed on to some interesting new 

elements: Churchill hinted at a Conservative alliance 

with the Irish through a policy led by the spirit of Lord 

Beaconsfield but that was "so dangerous a subject" that 

Churchill had to "pass from it with haste"; and Lord 

Beaconsfield's concern for the common people of England 

which sowed the seeds of "a social revolution." 

Churchill was encouraging a process that had begun 

soon after the death of Lord Beaconsfield. 

"Beaconsfieldism," so despised by Gladstone, was becoming 

the watchword of the Conservative Party. Distrusted and 

^*Ibid. , 619-620. 
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barely tolerated by many of his colleagues in life, 

Disraeli became a venerated Conservative after his death. 

Lord Randolph turned to a quite different subject in 

his concluding remarks. Churchill staked his claim to 

"Tory Democracy" by challenging one who was thought to 

have used the term: 

The expression "Tory Democracy" has excited the 
wonder of some, the alarm of others, and great and 
bitter ridicule from the Radical party. It has, 
unfortunately, been subjected to some discredit by 
having been used by Mr. Forwood, the Conservative 
candidate at the last Liverpool election, who used it 
without knowing what he was talking about. But the 
"Tory Democracy" may yet exist; the elements for its 
composition only require to be collected, and the 
labour may some day possibly be effected by the man, 
whoever he may be, upon whom the mantle of Elijah has 
descended.^ 

Arthur Forwood, the Liverpool candidate, had written 

a defense of his position for The Contemporary Review. 

Forwood defined Conservatism as a "determination to uphold 

the principles of a Constitutional Monarchy, with the 

House of Lords and Commons as independent branches of the 

legislature." Forwood also demanded "the maintenance of 

the connection between Church and State" while urging 

every effort "to foster and strengthen the bonds of union 

between the mother country and her colonies and 

^^Ibid., 621. 
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dependencies."'° Strangely enough, Forwood's definition of 

Conservatism was very similar to some of the tenets that 

would be developed for the Primrose League. 

Forwood stated that a local Radical newspaper 

labelled him a "democratic Tory." Forwood answered the 

paper by stating that, "If this term means that I have a 

firm reliance upon and belief in the Conservative 

instincts of the people, then I am a democratic Tory."^^ 

That single statement was the sole basis behind Forwood's 

branding as a Tory Democrat. However, Forwood stated that 

he believed that the working classes "have a leaning to 

Conservatism." He further stated that, "The worst policy 

the Conservative party can adopt is to exhibit a want of 

confidence in the people. Trust them, and they will 

reciprocate the sentiment."^^ Churchill himself would use 

the phrase "Trust the people" time and again. Yet 

Forwood, according to Churchill, did not know what he was 

talking about. 

Forwood's true sin was to encroach upon an area that 

was to be the basis of Churchill's political support and 

the means whereby he intended to rise to claim a leading 

role in the Conservative Party. When Forwood in 1884 

^^Arthur B. Forwood, "Democratic Toryism," The 
Contemporary Review 42 (January-December, 1882): 299-300 

^^Ibid., 298. 

^^Ibid., 299. 
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acknowledged Churchill's leadership, Forwood became a 

knowledgeable Tory Democrat. 

Of course, the real purpose of "Elijah's Mantle" was 

not only to promote Lord Salisbury for the leadership of 

the Tory Party but also to advance Churchill as a future 

leader of the party. Lord Randolph Churchill may well 

have been one of the most shameless self-promoters in 

British politics. In describing his father, Winston 

Churchill quoted a comment by Tacitus concerning Mucianus: 

"Omnium quae dixerate. feceratque. arte quadam ostentator 

(He had the showman's knack of drawing public attention to 

everything he said or did)."^' 

Lady Dorothy Nevill, that delightful gossip and 

astute political observer, once remarked concerning Lord 

Randolph: 

Socially his personality was a very striking one, and 
that personality he managed to impress upon the 
electorate within a very short time of his entry upon 
a political career. He realised, as it were, I 
think, that advertisement (I am not speaking in a 
sense derogatory to his memory) was necessary in a 
democratic age, and well advertised he was. The 
newspapers were filled with his portraits and doings, 
whilst his twirling moustache proved a never-ending 
subject of amusement to the caricaturists. Theatres 
and music halls rang with references to "Randy-
Pandy," who at one time was certainly the best known 
figure in England.'" 

^'winston Churchill, Lord Randolph Churchill, 217. 

°̂Lady Dorothy Nevill, Leaves from the Note-Books of 
Lady Dorothy Nevil1. ed. Ralph Nevill (London: Macmillan 
and Company, Limited, 1907), 20. 
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The appearance of political or public figures in 

plays or the music halls was quite common in Victorian 

England. According to an article by Ian Bradley, Sir 

Joseph Porter, the First Lord of the Admiralty in H.M.S. 

Pinafore by Gilbert and Sullivan, was based on W. H. 

Smith. Smith had been named to that position the year 

before Pinafore was produced.^^ Bradley suggested that 

some have recognized Lord Randolph Churchill as the model 

for Strephon in lolanthe.^^ But Churchill's real 

contribution to British professional entertainment was in 

the music halls of England. 

The music halls of England at one time helped to 

shape English public opinion. The music halls of England 

have had an effect on the English-speaking world. The 

song "We Don't Want to Fight" which appeared in 1877 added 

a term that eventually came to describe a belligerent 

chauvinist: "We don't want to fight, but by Jingo if we 

do/ We've got the ships, we've got the men, and got the 

money too."" Thus, the word "jingoism" entered the 

English vocabulary. 

2'lan Bradley, "Gilbert & Sullivan and the Victorian 
Age," History Today 31 (September 1981): 17. 

22lbid., 18. 

"Laurence Senelick, "Politics as Entertainment: 
Victorian Music-Hal 1 Songs," Victorian Studies 19 (December 
1975): 169. 
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Lord Randolph Churchill fared well in the English 

music hall songs. Some of the songs celebrated his 

attacks on the Liberals in the House of Commons and 

especially his attacks on Gladstone: "He's clever and I'm 

certain/ That his way he's sure to make/ But for rudeness 

to the Grand Old Man/ Lord Randolph takes the cake."^* 

Some of the songs noted Churchill's caustic manner 

toward his political opponents. One song also rather 

slyly attacked Churchill's self-esteem: 

Without a verse on politics,/ Of course a song won't 
go/ And so I'll tell you what was said/ By me and my 
pal Joe;/ 'Lord Randolph Churchill', Joe exclaimed,/ 
(His temper getting hot)/ 'He's the cheekiest man in 
all the world'./ I said, 'No Joe, he's not, but/ He's 
near it, very near it,/ With his moustache nicely 
curled,/ He's not the cheekiest in the world,/ But 
he's near it—jolly near it./ And clever as he's 
cheeky too—or near it.'" 

Some of the songs predicted a great future for 

Churchill. One song named him as the eventual leader of 

the nation: "He can settle old Gladstone, without 

shedding a tear,/ As a politician he has little to fear,/ 

And you'll see him chosen as England's premier."" 

The patrons of the music halls were primarily of the 

lower middle class. Another means of reaching the lower 

^*Michael Diamond, "Political Heroes of the Victorian 
Music Hall," History Today 40 (January 1990): 36. 

"ibid. 

"ibid. 

284 



classes was through the use of broadside ballads. "Before 

and even long after the spread of literacy and cheap means 

of printing, the broadside ballad sung in the streets was 

the journalism of the poor."^^ Broadside ballads were 

often used to attack political figures. Sir Stafford 

Northcote was pilloried in one printed in 1883: 

Sir, let your resolution be to fight/ Henceforth 'a 
I'outrance,' using all your might/ And bringing every 
weapon into play/ To foil your foemen in their 
reckless way-/ Purpose, I fear, which never yet was 
shown/ By those, like you, deficient in back-bonel" 

After Lord Randolph referred to the followers of Charles 

Bradlaugh as "the dregs and scum of the population," a 

broadside ballad appeared attacking the "noble lord": 

A Lord renowned for brass and cheek. 
One of the stars of "light and leading," 

Has uttered word the other week 
That hardly shows his birth and breeding. 

The working class have raised his bile 
Because no church they care to enter. 

And liking not the parson's style. 
Choose Bradlaugh for their guide and mentor. 

Now whether they are right or wrong, 
I do not care a farthing candle; 

But "dregs" and "scum," are words too strong. 
And weapons paupers should not handle. . . . 

Of wealth they do not boast a sum. 
They do not meet beneath a steeple; 

Yet why should they be called the "scum," 
The 'dregs," the "mob," the "common people"? 

For 'tis the dregs his income pays, 
From workmen comes the food which fills him. 

^^Senelick, "Politics as Entertainment," 151-152. 
00 

"To Sir Stafford Northcote by a Conservative of the 
Fourth Party (London: E. W. Allen, 1883), 5. 
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And when he shines with dazzling rays. 
It is the toiler's gold that gilds him. 

Contempt he showers upon the poor. 
And so it seems a trifle funny. 

That Randolph, like some thousands more. 
Condemns the "scum" but takes their money! 

The "dregs" have fought on many a field. 
Have helped to write our English story; 

The "scum" are men who never yield. 
But shed their blood for England's glory! 

Well, let him sneer, the time may come 
When Randolph, now so great and clever. 

Will find the "dregs," the "mob," the "scum," 
Will not keep saucy Lords for ever!" 

The author of the ballad, Richard Gaston, was a 

member of the Borough of Hackney Workmen's Club. One of 

the reasons that Randolph Churchill disliked Charles 

Bradlaugh was because Bradlaugh had written an attack on 

the pensions given to certain members of the aristocracy 

and inherited by their descendants. Bradlaugh singled out 

the pension paid to Randolph Churchill's father, the Duke 

of Marlborough, for the services rendered to the nation by 

John Churchill, the first Duke of Marlborough. Gaston was 

continuing that line of attack. Lord Randolph had 

received an allowance from his father and thus was, to 

Gaston, living off of the sweat of the working class. 

However, Lord Randolph's allowance from his father 

had ended long before Gaston had his broadside printed. 

The Duke of Marlborough died in his sleep on July 4, 1883. 

The death of his father shocked Lord Randolph. In an 

"Richard Gaston, "Lord Randolph's Sauce," Broadside, 
1885. 
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example of that strange dichotomy that English politicians 

were often able to display, the death of the duke opened a 

civil and genteel correspondence between Sir Stafford 

Northcote and Lord Randolph. Sir Stafford, ever the 

epitome of the English gentleman, sent a kind and 

sympathetic letter of condolence to the family. Lord 

Randolph's equally courteous reply had been found among 

Sir Stafford's papers: 

Your very kind and sympathising letter touches 
us all deeply. My mother tries to bear up bravely 
but the sad circumstances of my father's death, so 
sudden and all alone as it was, will never cease to 
be very vivid and painful in her mind. 

Amidst the constant political conversation which 
he and I for some time now used to have day after day 
he always spoke so highly of you and had so much 
confidence in you and used to recall the time when he 
was your colleague with pleasure. It is an awful and 
inescapable blow to us the serious nature of which 
time will increase rather than lessen. 

I think the funeral will be on Tuesday or 
Wednesday and I need scarcely say that if it were 
possible for you to be present, your attendance would 
be a mark of honour more than gratifying to all of 
us. 

Believe me 
Most sincerely yours 
Randolph S. Churchill 

Please tell Lady Northcote in answer to her kind 
enquiry that my poor mothers [sic] health has 
hitherto sustained the shock better than we had 

. . '57 

anticipated."'^ 

"churchi11 to Northcote, 6 July 1883, Iddesleigh 
Papers, BL Add. Mss. 50021, fol. 88. 
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Lord Randolph's love for his father was very evident 

to Edward Gibson, who first met Randolph Churchill in 

Ireland in 1874. Their relationship continued for many 

years. Gibson noted about Lord Randolph that 

He was a man of deep family affections, and he had a 
great love for his parents. I remember that his 
habits to his father were touching. Several times 
when in the morning I would be engaged with the Duke, 
and Randolph came into the room, he always put his 
arm round his father's shoulder and kissed his cheek. 
I was at the Duke's funeral at Blenheim, and Randolph 
knelt down beside the open fault [sic] and remained 
with his hands over his face for some time.^^ 

The Duke of Marlborough had been a restraining 

influence on Randolph Churchill. When all else failed, 

his father could call Churchill to heel. But the Duke was 

gone. Shocked by the death of his father. Lord Randolph 

withdrew from politics. 

With Lord Randolph's return to duty in the autumn of 

1883, the Fourth Party initiated two audacious schemes. 

Wolff prepared to launch the Primrose Tory League to take 

advantage of the growing sentiment for Disraeli. A much 

more startling move was an assault planned by Gorst to 

gain control of the National Union of Conservative and 

Constitutional Associations through its executive board, 

31 

A. B. Cooke and A. P. W. Malcomson, compilers. The 
Ashbourne Papers. 1869-1913: A Calendar of the Papers of 
Edward Gibson. 1st Lord Ashbourne. (Belfast: Her Majesty's 
Stationery Office, 1974), 32. 
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the National Council. Both plans would revolutionize the 

party machinery of the Conservatives. 

The plans for the Primrose League, inspired by the 

dedication of Lord Beaconsfield's memorial on April 19, 

were developed at Lady Dorothy Nevill's Sunday luncheons. 

Lady Dorothy claimed that at her Sunday gatherings 

many leading lights of the more militant section of 
the Conservative party used to assemble, and here it 
was that Sir Henry Drummond Wolff, Lord Randolph 
Churchill, and Sir Algernon Borthwick (now Lord 
Glenesk) first conceived the idea of moulding into a 
compact body the more active and energetic partisans 
of the newer and more democratic school of 
Conservatism. At first the aspirations of these 
political enthusiasts did not aim at much more than 
founding a club of young and enterprising 
Conservatives, which, whilst requiring adherence to 
the main principles of the party, would yet be of 
such a broad-minded nature as to enlist the 
sympathies of many who had hitherto looked upon 
Conservative associations as close corporations of 
landlords and parsons." 

If their "aspirations" were first directed at 

enrolling those not attracted by "Conservative 

associations," those aspirations soon changed. The 

passage of the Corrupt and Illegal Practices Act in 1883 

radically affected political elections. The act placed 

restrictions on the amount of money that could be spent on 

elections to the House of Commons. 

Its key provision was the stipulation of maximum 
expenses for various types of constituencies, with 

"Nevill, Reminiscences. 286-287 
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somewhat larger allowances in far-flung county 
constituencies than in boroughs. Spending was to be 
closely audited and made through a single election 
agent.''•̂  

Among the practices deemed illegal by the act were 

"spending in excess of the expense maxima, payment for 

conveyances, employment of voters, wearing party favours 

or marks of distinction," and nine other categories.^* 

"Corrupt" practices included "bribery, treating, 

intimidation, abduction of voters, undue influence, 

personation, and making a false statement in the official 

return of expenses."" A candidate found guilty of corrupt 

practices could never represent the constituency in which 

the offense occurred and could be imprisoned and fined. 

"The Act was by far the most stringent ever passed in 

Britain against electoral malpractices; its effect was to 

transform the whole character of British electioneering 

within a generation."" 

While some Conservatives such as Gorst, Northcote, 

Cross, and Edward Stanhope, who had succeeded W. H. Smith 

as Chairman of the Central Committee, strongly supported 

00 

E.J. Feuchtwanger, Democracy and Empire: Britain 
1865-1914 (London: Edward Arnold, 1985), 166-167. 

^*Cornelius O'Leary, The Elimination of Corrupt 
Practices in British Elections 1868-1911 (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1962), 174. 

"ibid., 160. 

"ibid., 175. 

290 



the Corrupt Practices Act at least in principle, others 

feared it. The bill passed the House of Commons on August 

10, 1883, and was sent to the Lords. W. H. Smith, who 

opposed the act, sent a warning to Salisbury: 

I do not set my judgment up against Stanhope's 
and Cross's-but I do not like the Corrupt Practices 
bill and I do not think it will work well for our 
friends if it becomes law. You know quite as much as 
I do of the habits and customs of the Tory but I have 
not found them to be eager volunteers in canvassing 
or organisation. The machinery of an election has 
had to be provided at somebody's cost hitherto, and 
much of this is to be prohibited in the future. The 
result will be I am afraid that we shall not poll 
anything approaching our strength. The Radicals have 
the Trade Unions, the Dissenting Chapels and every 
Society for the abolition of property and morality 
working for them. Our supporters only want to be let 
alone, to be allowed to enjoy what they have: and 
they think they are so secure that they will make no 
sacrifice of time or of pleasure to prepare against 
attack or to resist it.̂ ' 

Smith's fears did not sway Salisbury. By August 22 

the bill had passed the House of Lords and was accepted by 

Queen Victoria on August 25. G. C. T. Bartley, who had 

replaced Gorst as Principal Agent, shared many of Smith's 

concerns. His "Condition of the Conservative Party in the 

Midlands" noted the considerable reduction in expenses 

that the Corrupt Practices Act would bring. However, he 

^̂ W. H. Smith to Salisbury, 14 August 1883, Hatfield 
House Papers, quoted in E. J. Feuchtwanger, Disraeli. 
Democracy and the Tory Party: Conservative Leadership and 
Organization after the Second Reform Bill (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1968), 159. 
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also noted that great changes would be forced upon the way 

the Conservative Party fought elections campaigns: 

I believe the day is quite gone by when any success 
can be hoped for without the great mass of the 
electors being organized and encouraged themselves to 
take an active part in the work of the party. Their 
active services will be required at the election as 
voluntary canvassers, and assistance such as this 
cannot be expected unless they have been taught to 
understand that they are part and parcel, of the 
organization of the party. No doubt, at times 
difficulties may arise and complications set in by 
these means of organization, but the danger from this 
cause are more apparent than real, and, indeed, a 
superabundance of zeal is infinitely more to be 
prefered [sic] to what is often now a superabundance 
of apathy and inaction.^" 

Both Smith and Bartley deplored the sloth and apathy 

of the rank and file of the Conservatives during the 

elections. Fortunately, the solution to their concerns 

was soon to appear in the form of the Primrose League. 

Writing over three years after the conception of the 

League, Algernon Borthwick, owner of The Morning Post and 

one of the earliest members of the League, described the 

formation of the Primrose League as an attempt to re

energize the ranks of the Conservatives: 

00 
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In October 1883, when the fortunes of the party 
were at their lowest ebb, a few friends met in a 
private room of the Carlton Club [a card room], to 
discuss the depressing subject of Conservative 
apathy, and to listen to a scheme which had sprung 
from the brain of Sir Henry Drummond Wolff. This was 
a project for enlisting the young men of various 
classes, who hitherto had borne no active part, in 
some body which should replace with advantage the 
paid canvassers, abolished, and wholesomely 
abolished, by Sir Henry James's new Act [Corrupt and 
Illegal Practices Act]. It was thought that if the 
opportunity were offered, there was an abundance of 
active spirits willing and ready to enrol themselves 
in small clubs of friends, and to take up the work of 
aiding registration, promoting sound principles, and 
generally encouraging the nearest Conservative 
association." 

The Seventeenth Annual Conference of the National 

Union of Conservative and Constitutional Associations had 

opened on October 2, 1883. Both Gorst and Churchill had 

attended this conference where Bartley's report on the 

Midlands had been presented. Possibly the report had 

helped to change the direction of the club-like 

association described by Lady Nevill to the politically 

active force described by Borthwick. 

The Primrose Tory League was founded on November 17, 

1883. The charter members were Lord Randolph Churchill, 

John Eldon Gorst, Sir Henry Drummond Wolff, and Sir Alfred 

Slade, who was a supporter of Churchill. Others, 

including Algernon Borthwick, were soon added as "Knights" 

"Algernon Borthwick, "The Primrose League," The 
Nineteenth Century 20 (July 1886): 33. 
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of the Primrose Tory League.*° For some reason, neither 

Borthwick in his article nor the Manuscript of the 

Primrose League referred to the League by its original 

name as "The Primrose Tory League." The Manuscript simply 

stated that "Various names were considered and ultimately 

at the suggestion of Sir Henry Drummond Wolff the name of 

'The Primrose League" was decided upon.'"*^ This may have 

been an attempt to attract those not necessarily drawn to 

the Conservative Party. More likely, it was an attempt to 

skirt the Corrupt Practices Act. However, the Manuscript 

did note that at a meeting on February 2, 1884, the word 

"Tory" was struck out of the title of the League.*^ 

A decided attempt was made to emulate a chivalric 

order by the use of grandiose titles and rituals. The 

early members of the League first swore to a declaration 

written by Gorst to the effect that: 

I, A. B., declare on my honour and faith that I will 
devote my best ability to the maintenance of 
Religion, of the Estates of the Realm, and of the 
Imperial Ascendancy of Great Britain; that I will 
keep secret all matters that may come to my knowledge 
as a Member of the Primrose Tory League; and that 
consistently with my allegiance to the Sovereign of 
these Realms, I will obey all orders coming from the 

*^Manuscript of the Primrose League: A Short History of 
the Formation of the Primrose League—Corrected and 
Revised by the Founders, n.d., pp. 1&2, found in the 
Bodleian Library. 

*^Ibid., 1. 

*2lbid., 4. 
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constituted authority of the League for the 
advancement of these objects.*^ 

Borthwick defined the creed of the League as 

"Religion, Constitution, and Empire."** Yet, this creed 

was remarkably similar to the definition of conservatism 

expounded by the "unknowing" Arthur Forwood who was justly 

rebuked for his impudence by Churchill in "Elijah's 

Mantle."*^ The League took as one of its mottos "Imperium 

et Libertas" from a speech by Disraeli given at the 

Guildhall in 1879. 

Having sworn to Gorst's declaration, the members 

formed themselves into the Ruling Council with the power 

to add others to the council. Lord Randolph Churchill was 

proclaimed "Ruling Councillor." According to Borthwick, 

At first the intention prevailed of shrouding the 
appearance of the League under a certain veil of 
mystery. Those who belonged to it were to have 
grades, but "the Ruling Councillor" was not to be 
publicly named. There were several excellent reasons 
for this.*° 

*^Janet Henderson Robb, The Primrose League 1883-1906 
(New York: AMS Press, Inc., 1968), 38. The secrecy clause 
was later dropped and the phrase "and that consistently 
with my allegiance to the Sovereign of these Realms, I will 
promote, with discretion and fidelity, the above objects, 
being those of the Primrose League" was added. See Martin 
Pugh, The Tories and the People 1880-1935 (Oxford: Basil 
Blackwell Limited, 1985), 23. 

**Borthwick, "The Primrose League," 34. 

*5see pp. 271-272. 
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Unfortunately, Borthwick failed to provide any of those 

"excellent reasons." Quite possibly there was the fear 

that the party-line Conservatives would reject the League 

out of hand at the mention of a connection between the 

League and the Fourth Party. 

At the meeting of the Ruling Council on December 15, 

1883, the council decided to advertise for membership in 

the League in the leading newspapers. On December 17, the 

advertisements began to appear in the following form: 

The Primrose Tory League—Gentlemen wishing to be 
Enrolled in the Primrose Tory League must Apply in 
Writing to the Registrar, Primrose League, Care of 
Messrs. Lacy, Hartland, and Co., bankers, London, 
E.C.; or Messrs. C. Hopkinson and Sons, London, 3, 
Regent Street, London, by whom all information will 
be supplied.*' 

Borthwick claimed that within a few weeks "some 

hundreds had joined" and that the "hundreds soon swelled 

into thousands. "*° Yet one historian declared that "After 

its somewhat obscure inauguration in November 1883 the new 

organization faltered briefly." Even worse, "By March 

1884 only 46 habitations had been established, and the 

league urgently required a mark of approval from the party 

leadership."*^ However, another source claimed that "When 

*̂ The Morning Post, p. 1, December 19, 1883 

*^Borthwick, "The Primrose League," 34. 

*Vugh, The Tories and the People. 25. 
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they gathered for the first general meeting of the League 

in July 1884 (the first 'Grand Habitation,' as it was 

called), it was announced that 3,500 Knights and 370 Dames 

had already been enrolled."" The best explanation for the 

increase in numbers between March and July was the 

endorsement of the League given by Northcote and Salisbury 

as part of an agreement with Churchill to be discussed 

later in the chapter. But something of considerable 

importance should be noted: the Primrose League included 

among its orders the title of "Dame." 

The minutes of the meetings of the Ruling Council 

(later called the Grand Council) announced the following 

addition to the Rules at the meeting held on December 22, 

1883: 

Ladies may on the recommendation of a Ruling 
Councillor or a Habitation and on the payment of the 
entrance fee & subscription become Honorary Members, 
and Shall be entitled Dames of the Primrose League & 
Shall receive a Diploma from the Ruling Council.^' 

The Fourth Party, through the Ruling Council of the 

Primrose League, provided women an opportunity to organize 

and become active in Conservative politics. Women had 

been active in politics, but in the Conservative Party 

that activity had usually been limited to "canvassing" for 

"Robb, The Primrose League, 49 
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a relative or a favorite politician. Lady Randolph 

Churchill recalled electioneering for her husband in 1885 

The Primrose League was still in an embryonic 
state in Woodstock, and there was no Habitation to 
furnish us with Primrose Dames, who for the last 
twenty years have taken a prominent part at every 
election. The distances to cover were great, and 
motors were not in existence. Luckily, Lady 
Georgiana Curzon [sister-in-law to Lady Randolph], 
who was a beautiful driver, brought down her well-
known tandem, and we scoured the country with our 
smart turnout, the horses gaily decorated with 
ribbons of pink and brown, Randolph's racing colors. 
Sometimes we would drive into the fields, and getting 
down, climb the hayricks, falling upon our unwary 
prey at his work. There was no escaping us." 

Lady Randolph mentioned the role of the Habitation in 

furnishing candidates with "Primrose Dames." The Dames of 

the Habitations were organized into canvassing groups. 

"The pioneering image of the lady of the manor canvassing 

the tenants rapidly gave way to a much more modern pattern 

in which squads of thirty to fifty Dames systematically 

worked the streets of an urban or suburban constituency."" 

The Primrose League also provided women with opportunities 

for public speaking. Lady Randolph recalled speaking at 

the inaugurations of Habitations and it has been noted 

that the "women-only canvass" was "followed up with small-

scale meetings often held in the women's homes at which 

"Mrs. George Cornwal1is-West, The Reminiscences of 
Lady Randolph Churchill (New York: The Century Company, 
1980), 167-168. 
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Dames gained an apprecticeship [sic] in public speaking."^* 

By 1887, there were 39,215 Dames enrolled in the Primrose 

League." 

Having to some extent crossed gender barriers, the 

Primrose League crossed the same class barriers that the 

Fourth Party had urged the Conservatives earlier in the 

decade to cross. The minutes for the meeting of the 

Ruling Council on March 22, 1884, contained a rather 

startling entry. A letter from Alfred Slade was read 

informing the Council that he had allowed some working men 

to join the League without paying an entrance fee. After 

deliberation, the following addition to the rules was 

made: 

The grade of esquire was established by the Ruling 
Council for the purposes of allowing Habitations to 
avail themselves of the services of zealous & 
intelligent persons who are not in a position to 
afford to pay the tribute of a Knight. The grade 
should be conferred with discretion, but any person 
so admitted must possess the same powers & privileges 
as a Knight for all purposes of the Habitation." 

The Primrose League became not only a body to 

organize the masses but also a body made up of the masses 

For the inclusion of women, the title of those unable to 

^*Cornwal1is-West, Reminiscences, 137, and Pugh, The 
Tories and the People. 53. 

"Pobb, The Primrose League, 112, n. 23. 

"Manuscript. 6. 
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pay the tribute was changed from "Esquire" to "Associate." 

The number of Associates grew from fifty-seven in 1884 to 

1,885,746 in 1910. In 1910, the League contained 87,235 

Knights and 80,038 Dames for a total of 2,053,019 

members. ̂^ 

Membership in the Primrose League provided social 

interaction among various classes. Lady Jennie Churchill 

observed that at Primrose League Habitation inaugurations, 

"A strange medley, the laborer and the local magnate, the 

county lady and the grocer's wife, would troop up and sign 

the roll. Politics, like charity, are a great leveler."" 

Nor did this mixture of social stations occur only at the 

inauguration of the Habitation. The Habitations provided 

opportunities for their members to meet not only for 

League business and political purposes but also for social 

gatherings and entertainment throughout the year. Dances, 

balls, teas, parties, and various forms of musical 

entertainment were provided, including the Christy 

Minstrels and other acts usually found in music halls. 

Not all members of the League approved of all the 

entertai nments: 

The late Lady Salisbury, when President of the Ladies 
Executive Council of the Primrose League, once at a 
committee meeting rebuked a member who thought that a 

57 Pugh, The Tories and the People, 27 

"cornwal1is-West, Reminiscences, 136 
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certain form of entertainment to be held at one of 
the Primrose League Habitations, though attractive to 
the masses, might be thought slightly vulgar. 
'Vulgar? Of course it is vulgar,' exclaimed the 
President; 'but that is why we have got on so well.'" 

Although Lady Salisbury's comment did reveal a little 

social condescension, it also revealed that the members of 

the League were willing to meet each other a little 

outside of their comfortable social zones. These meetings 

also provided an opportunity for Conservative political 

figures to mingle rather more freely with the masses. 

Both the politicians and the electorate intermingled in 

far different settings than the usual political rally. 

The meetings and entertainments were not just for 

social interaction, however. By publishing a series of 

annual gatherings, the Conservative Party, through the 

Primrose League Habitations, could skirt the Corrupt 

Practices Act provisions against "corruptly" treating the 

voters. Other methods used by the Conservatives to skirt 

the new Act were revealed by the minutes of the meeting of 

the Ruling Council on March 1, 1884. The minutes 

contained an order for each Habitation to 

ascertain from the Knights on your Roll what 
volunteer assistance can be rendered by them 
individually to the Local Conservative Association 
under the following heads: 

1. Canvassing 
2. Rooms 

"ibid., 136-137. 
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3. Conveyances 
and to proceed to place your Habitation in 
Communication with the authorities of the local 
Conservative Association you shall be in a position 
to render them effectual assistance." 

Clearly, the Fourth Party had initiated a method of 

offsetting the effects of "the Trade Unions, the 

Dissenting Chapels and every Society for the abolition of 

property and morality" whose support for the Liberals had 

so worried W. H. Smith. But the Primrose League ventured 

into an area that the Liberals had overlooked. Many of 

the meetings of the League were designed to appeal to 

families. After the members of the Fourth Party had ended 

their active leadership of the Primrose League, excursions 

to the grounds of wealthy and often aristocratic 

Conservatives were planned as family outings and sometimes 

aided by reduced railway fares. 

In the 1890s, the League turned its attention 

specifically to children with the formation of Primrose 

"Buds." The Juvenile Branches of the Primrose League were 

61 

opened to children from seven to sixteen years of age."' 

The League provided parties, entertainment, and sporting 

competitions for children. A different opportunity for 

excelling was also provided: 

"Manuscript, 5. 

^^Pugh, The Tories and the People, 40 
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Papers on Primrose League subjects were submitted by 
juvenile members for competitions; prizes were given 
for letters written in foreign languages, and special 
Primrose badges and pins were issued for children. 
Lectures on patriotism were delivered at various 
juvenile branches, and special leaflets were written 
for children on the issues of the day. Sometimes, 
Primrose propaganda was offered to children in the 
form of fiction." 

The Primrose League provided programs for all members 

of the family individually and for the family as a whole. 

The League acted as a social as well as a political 

organization. The League even crossed religious lines. 

"An especial feature of the new League was its defence of 

religion. Embracing all religious denominations, it was 

in no way to favour any particular form of faith to the 

detriment of any other."" Lady Dorothy related that the 

Roman Catholic bishop of Nottingham once denounced the 

League as a secret society. 

He was, however, very promptly answered by the Duke 
of Norfolk, who thoroughly demonstrated the absurdity 
and falsehood of such a statement. The denunciation 
acted as an excellent advertisement, and to-day a 
very large proportion of members are Roman Catholics, 
to which faith some of our most active and useful 
workers belong. Indeed, the present Chancellor and 
Vice-chancellor (the Duke of Norfolk ajnd Mr. George 
Lane-Fox) are both of the Roman faith.°* 

go 

°'Robb, The Primrose League. 53-54. 

"Lady Dorothy Nevill, Reminiscences. 287 
^*Ibid., 290. 
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Lady Dorothy Nevill's enthusiasm for the League may 

stem from the fact that she and her daughter, Meresia, 

might have been among the first "Dames" of the Primrose 

League. One of the reasons the Fourth Party met at her 

Sunday luncheons was because Wolff was her kinsman. Lady 

Dorothy's son, Ralph, wrote, "Sir Henry Drummond-Wolff was 

my mother's first cousin, being the son of her aunt Lady 

Georgina Walpole who married the celebrated traveler and 

missionary, Dr. Joseph Wolff."" Sir Henry began 

initiating women into the League. Recalling the formation 

of the League, Lady Jennie Churchill stated that 

The Fourth Party, with the exception of Mr. 
Balfour, and the addition of Sir Alfred Slade, had 
drawn up the statutes and ordinances of this new 
political society, which was to 'embrace all classes 
and creeds except atheists and enemies of the British 
Empire.' Sir Henry Wolff, who had originated the 
idea from seeing Conservatives wearing primroses on 
the anniversary of Lord Beaconsfield's death, came to 
Blenheim, to initiate us. 

All the female members of the family who 
happened to be there were enrolled as dames, and were 
given a badge and a numbered diploma. Mine was No. 
11 ." 

Lady Dorothy claimed that, "My daughter. Miss Meresia 

Nevill, one of the first lady members of the League, took 

great interest in it from the beginning, and acted as 

Treasurer to the Ladies' Grand Council, the initial 

"Ralph Nevill, ed.. The Life and Letters of Lady 
Dorothy Nevill (London: Methuen & Co. Ltd., 1919), 109-110. 

"cornwal1is-West, Reminiscences. 135. 
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meeting taking place at Lady Borthwick's in March, 1885."^^ 

Pugh referred to Meresia Nevill as "one of the earliest 

canvassers."" However, "Lady Borthwick, the socially 

ambitious wife of Sir Algernon Borthwick, proprietor of 

the Morning Post, claimed to have been the first Dame 

properly enrolled." 

Another of the roles undertaken by the Primrose 

League was as forum for fledgling politicians to launch 

their political careers. The many social events of the 

Primrose League required a plethora of speakers. In 

November of 1898, Winston Churchill went to the Central 

Offices of the Conservative Party to investigate the 

possibilities of running for a constituency. Captain 

Richard Middleton, known as "the Skipper," was the 

Principal Agent of the party at that time. Middleton's 

enthusiasm for Winston's prospects as a candidate 

diminished when he discovered that Winston could only 

contribute his personal expenses to contest an election. 

However, he said he would do all he could, and that 
no doubt mine was an exceptional case on account of 
my father, and also he added on account of my 

^̂ Lady Dorothy Nevill, Reminiscences, 290-291 

"Pugh, The Tories and the People, 53. 

"ibid., 48. 
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experience at the wars [India and the Sudan], which 
would be popular with the Tory working-men."^ 

Speaking to a friend at the Central Office later, 

Churchill happened to see a book labelled "Speakers 

Wanted." Churchill had never made a speech. Inquiring 

about the book, Churchill was informed that Middleton 

wanted him to pick a speaking engagement. Churchill had 

ambiguous feelings about this opportunity. 

I was deeply agitated. On the one hand I felt 
immense eagerness; on the other the keenest 
apprehension. However, in life's steeplechase one 
must always jump the fences when they come. 
Regaining such composure as I could and assuming an 
indifference contrary to my feelings, I replied that 
perhaps if all the conditions were suitable and there 
was a real desire to hear me, I might be willing to 
accede to his request. He opened the book.^ 

Pouring through what seemed like hundreds of requests 

for speakers, Churchill claimed that he "surveyed this 

prospect with the eye of an urchin looking through a 

pastrycook's window," but he made his choice. 

Finally we selected Bath as the scene of my 
(official) maiden effort. It was settled that in ten 
days' time I should address a gathering of the 
Primrose League in a park, the property of a Mr. H. 
D. Skrine, situated on one of the hills overlooking 

^°Winston S. Churchill, My Early Life: A Roving 
Commission (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1958), 203 

^4bid., 204. 
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that ancient city. I Quitted the Central Office in 
suppressed excitement.'^ 

Winston Churchill began his political career at a 

Primrose League fete complete with sideshows and cocoanut 

shies and races.'^ Through the creation of the Primrose 

League, the Fourth Party helped to launch the career of 

one of Britain's greatest war-time prime ministers. The 

Primrose League promoted the Conservative Party as the 

party of the masses. The response was tremendous. A 

letter from Maurice Mocatta to Lord Randolph Churchill 

reported that the growth of the Primrose League was at 

times 10,000 members per week.^* Furthermore, the Primrose 

League has been described as "the most brilliantly 

successful as well as the most 'occult' agency of 

voluntary electioneering in the nineteenth century. 

Before the Primrose League could make its 

contributions to the Conservative Party, it had to receive 

the blessings of the party leaders. But the support of 

the leadership was difficult to gain. Borthwick stated in 

his article that 

^^ibid. 

^^Ibid., 205. 

^*Mocatta to Churchill, 1 April 1886, Churchill Papers, 
Cambridge, Add. Ms. 9248/12/1441. 

^^Shannon, The Age of Salisbury. 78. 
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Never was an important undertaking more modestly 
begun. We did not approach the chiefs of the party. 
We did not communicate with the men of leading or 
even with the rank and file, because we knew-and it 
proved so for a long year and more—that so novel a 
conception would not find favour amongst those wedded 
to old methods of procedure until it should command 
attention by success.'° 

Borthwick's statement was not totally accurate. Both 

Salisbury and Northcote were informed of the existence and 

purpose of the League. Lord Randolph Churchill wrote the 

following to Lord Salisbury: 

I send for your consideration a copy of the 
rules for the Primrose Tory League. The success of 
this enterprise appears now to be assured; and as it 
is meant to, and may, prove very useful to the party, 
I thought it right to acquaint you with the rules, 
which fairly explain the objects aimed at. 

Voluntary political effort at and between 
elections has hitherto been conspicuous by its 
absence in the Tory party. It has lately become more 
necessary than ever, and the League has been founded 
with the object of supplying this kind of effort to 
some extent.' 

Salisbury's reply was guarded but positive 

I am very much obliged to you for sending me the 
statutes of the Primrose Tory League. Its objects 
are most excellent. I quite agree with you as to the 
supreme importance under present circumstances of 
volunteer effort at and between elections. Any 
undertaking which results in the supply of this want 

^^Borthwick, "The Primrose League," 34. 

^^Churchill to Salisbury, 22 December 1883, Churchill 
Papers, Cambridge, Add. Ms. 9248/2/230 A. 
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will be of great service to the party in that 
respect.'° 

The stilted correspondence between Churchill and 

Salisbury seemed warm and cordial compared to the 

correspondence recorded between Sir Henry Drummond Wolff 

and Sir Stafford Northcote. Wolff addressed his 

salutation to "My dear Sir Stafford," 

Some friends of mine have founded an 
organization called the Primrose Tory League.- It is 
intended to obtain the help of volunteer workers to 
replace the paid canvassers abolished by the Corrupt 
Practices Act.-

The League is obtaining such strength that I 
think you will take an interest in its progress as 
being likely to stimulate Conservative efforts in 
constituencies where it is often not sufficiently 
active.-

I therefore beg to send you a copy of the 
rules.^^ 

Wolff signed the letter "Yours very truly." 

Northcote's reply was scribbled on the back of the letter 

There was no salutation. 

Thanks. I am not much in favour of declarations of 
secrecy & obedience. They smack a little of 
Ribbonism. And how are men to make them without 
knowing to whom they are binding themselves? Your 
Ruling Council will certainly justify one half your 
motto (Imperium) but the condition of the ordinary 

^^Salisbury to Churchill, 23 December 1883, Churchill 
Papers, Cambridge, Add. Ms. 9248/2/230 B. 

^^Wolff to Northcote, 22 December 1883, Iddesleigh 
Papers vol. 30, BL Add. Ms. 50042 f. 11. 
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members will hardly be expressed by the other half 
(Libertas)." 

Northcote did not even sign his name. Of course, 

this bruskness could be explained as a rough draft and 

that the appropriate greeting and farewell were added to 

the copy sent to Wolff. However, another explanation was 

the animosity between Wolff and Northcote. Wolff had 

written a letter much earlier to Balfour attacking 

Northcote in no uncertain terms. "I saw the Goat more 

goaty than ever.- He is a loathsome creature, full of 

small spite & destitute of virility except in its lowest 

gross development, a kind of earthworm."°^ Northcote 

probably knew of Wolff's loathing long before the letter 

to Balfour." In light of the poor relations between Wolff 

and Northcote, the choice of Wolff to correspond with 

Northcote passes understanding if the object of the letter 

was to gain Northcote's support for the League. In view 

of the tenor of the letters exchanged between Churchill 

and Northcote after the death of Churchill's father. Lord 

Randolph would seem to have been a more likely choice to 

address Northcote. Wolff was a better choice to write to 

Lord Salisbury. He seemed to have a friendly relationship 

"ibid. 

^^Wolff to Balfour, 17 November 1881, Balfour 
Manuscript, BL Add. Ms. 49838 f. 100. 

"see pp. 110-111. 
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with Lord Salisbury. In fact, a few years later, Wolff 

was chosen to speak to Salisbury about peace between the 

Fourth Party and the Conservative leadership."" 

Both Churchill and Wolff felt the need to dissemble 

in their letters to their party chiefs. Churchill 

exaggerated the success of the organization to Lord 

Salisbury. Wolff never mentioned his role in founding the 

League, preferring to credit some unnamed friends. 

However, despite the secrecy that the Fourth Party 

attempted to enforce in its early dealings with the 

Primrose League, Salisbury and Northcote were probably 

well aware of the identity of the founders of the League. 

A letter from Northcote to Salisbury discussed Northcote's 

correspondence with Wolff. 

I told Wolff I did not like declarations of 
secrecy and obedience to persons unknown and that it 
struck me that there was a good deal of "Imperium" 
but very little "Libertas" in his Primrose League. 
It seems to be something between the Ribbon 
Association and the "Ancient order of Buffaloes", 
though I did not submit this comparison to its 
Author.^* 

Northcote referred to the Primrose League as "his, 

meaning "Wolff's." He also implied that Wolff was 

"Author" of the Primrose League. But the secrecy 

"james. Lord Randolph Churchill. 153. 

^*Northcote to Salisbury, 25 December 1883, Hatfield 
House Papers. 
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concerning the members of the Ruling Council troubled not 

only Sir Stafford. The Duchess of Sutherland expressed 

her doubts to Sir Algernon Borthwick: 

From new reports I have heard made lately about 
the Primrose League, I feel uncomfortable at having 
my name associated with a movement the names of the 
leaders of which are kept secret—I must therefore 
beg that until more is known on the subject, you will 
kindly make no use of my name as being connected with 
it. . . . Who are the constituted authorities? 

It seems to me very curious that Henry Chaplin 
[inserted above "nor has Lord Rowton"], such a 
prominent member of the party, should have heard 
nothing of it." 

Found among the papers of Lord Randolph Churchill, the 

letter contained a notation from Borthwick: "Have told 

her her name shall not be associated with the League 

except with her full consent. Have no doubt she will wear 

her badge on Ap: 19." 

Northcote and Salisbury were suspicious of the 

Primrose League for another reason. The Fourth Party was 

engaged in a bold attempt to change the National Union of 

Conservative and Constitutional Associations from "the 

handmaiden of the party" into the master of the Central 

Committee, which would be a remarkable transition. At any 

rate, Wolff had the last laugh on Salisbury and Northcote. 

Writing the entry on the Primrose League for the 

Encyclopaedia Britannica. Wolff noted that, "When the 

"Duchess of Sutherland to Borthwick, 4 February 1884, 
Churchill Papers, Cambridge, Add. Ms. 9248/2/291. 
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League had become a success, it was joined by Lord 

Salisbury and Sir Stafford Northcote, who were elected 

Grand Masters."" 

The plans to gain control of the Council of the 

National Union had begun during the summer of 1883. As 

Sir Henry Drummond Wolff led in the creation of the 

Primrose League, so did John Eldon Gorst lead in the 

movement on the National Union. 

That Gorst and Churchill had discussed gaining 

control of the National Union was revealed in a letter 

from Gorst during the summer of 1883. 

I want you very much to agree to go to 
Birmingham on the 1st and 2nd of October, to the 
National Union. If you will go, I will go too, and 
as the only man from the front bench will be Plunket, 
we shall have it all our own way. There is to be an 
open air demonstration with speeches on the 1st, and 
the meeting of delegates, which is the more important 
event on the 2nd, but you ought to be at both. I 
wish you would write me a letter to say whether you 
can go, to reach me in London on Monday 20th as they 
want to make their arrangements about speakers at 
Bi rmingham.°' 

Gorst was obviously the prime-mover in the scheme to 

use the National Union as a catalyst for change. 

Churchill was on the Continent. Gorst urged Churchill to 

return for the annual conference of the National Union. 

"EncvclopaBdia Britannica. 11th ed., s.v. "Primrose 
League." 

^^Gorst to Churchill, 2 August 1883, Churchill Papers, 
Cambridge, Add. Ms. 9248/1/147. 
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Having ascertained that David Plunket, former Solicitor-

General for Ireland, would be the only former member of a 

Conservative Cabinet to be present at the conference, 

Gorst felt that the oratory of Churchill would carry the 

day. Gorst wanted to arrange for Churchill to speak in 

Birmingham before the conference opened. At the time, 

Churchill was the most dynamic speaker the Conservatives 

possessed. Hopefully, the delegates would be overawed. 

But above all, Gorst wanted Churchill to communicate his 

intentions. 

Also say whether you are favourable to running Ross 
for the Council. He is a troublesome cantankerous 
fellow, but a strong partizan of yours and hates 
Snelgrove [W.E. Smith] so that if we could keep him 
within bounds he might be useful. I think if you 
really want us to become masters of the National 
Union it is essential for us to go to Birmingham." 

Gorst was considering nominations for the Council of 

the National Union. The plan was to pack the Council with 

men favorable to progressive politics in general and the 

Fourth Party in particular or at least those likely to be 

swayed by Lord Randolph. Once again, Gorst emphasized the 

need for Churchill's presence at Birmingham. Gorst 

returned to the theme of packing the Council in a letter 

written five days later. 

'Ibid. 
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I was very successful at the National Union on 
Friday. . . . [A] very fair sixteen of the Council 
was nominated for re-election including you & me & 
most of our adherents. Little Clark [sic] and Worms 
[Edward Clarke and Baron de Worms] have been in a 
confabulation in the Lobby [probably of the House of 
Commons] with Watson a Greenwich creature of Worms 
whom we got thrown out as well as Clark [sic] himself 
at the nomination—but I have got a counter 
conspiracy going on." 

Gorst had succeeded in getting several supporters 

nominated to the Council but nominations were not yet 

closed. Gorst was still interested in nominating Ross 

What should you say to our putting up Ross. He is a 
man rather difficult to manage & sometimes as 
dangerous to friend as to foe, but if you could 
control him he is very useful. 

I think we must both contrive to be at the 
annual conference at Birmingham if we mean to carry 
out our scheme. Wolff must not be put up at 
Birmingham, but for an afterward by co-optation." 

To the old theme of getting Ross nominated and the 

necessity of both Gorst and Churchill attending the 

conference, Gorst had added another element. Wolff must 

not be nominated at the conference for a seat on the 

Council of the National Union. Perhaps Gorst was trying 

to avoid the appearance of a Fourth Party coup. However, 

the by-laws of the National Union allowed the members of 

the Council to vote for up to twelve members of their own 

"corst to Churchill, 7 August 1883, Churchill Papers, 
Cambridge, Add. Ms. 9248/1/149. 

"ibid. 
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choosing to sit on the Council. Gorst planned to add 

Wolff to the Council after the conference had ended and 

the expected uproar of the new direction of the Council 

had quieted down. The letters also made it clear that 

either Gorst was experiencing difficulty in securing 

Churchill's attendance at the conference or Gorst expected 

some difficulty. By the time that Gorst's next letter to 

Churchill was penned, some drastic changes had occurred: 

I dont [sic] want you at all to go to the 
Demonstration at Birmingham on Oct. 1st. I told them 
it was too soon & did all I could without offending 
the Birm: people to get it postponed. The only 
advantage of you being there wd be to strengthen your 
power & position on the following day. We must be on 
the 2nd at the Conference. There are no reporters 
present & you can talk very planly [sic] to the 
delegates & what you say goes to there [sic] 
associations throughout the Country. We must have 
organization & a party at our backs. I am quite 
ready to upset the whole party on the 
whenever it is possible to do so, & I 
leaning on Salisbury who is a 
that Chaplin was making a row 
selection, but I did not know 
to stop it. I am quite ready 
a new Tory party, which already exists in embryo, & 
with which your name is already identified. Rowe 
says that at Manchester there is a regular split 
between the Northcotites & the Churchi11ites. . . . 
I think you declared against Northcote in "Elijah's 
Mantle" prematurely & that it is a mistake to run 
Salisbury against him. I am always as you know for 
denouncing Smith & Cross & those by whom Northcote is 
surrounded rather than Northcote himself.^' 

an 
quite 

front bench 
am against 

broken reed. I heard 
about your brother's 
he had gone so far as 
to help you to develope 

^^Gorst to Churchill, 15 August 1883, Churchill Papers, 
Cambridge, Add. Ms. 9248/1/157. R. F. Foster mistakenly 
attributed the letter to Wolff in Lord Randolph Churchill. 
129. 
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Gorst's reference to "your brother's selection" 

touched on a Churchill family matter. Churchill had tried 

to rehabilitate his brother's reputation. Blandford, now 

titled the eighth Duke of Marlborough, had lived a rake's 

life. Lord Randolph's attempt to rescue Blandford from 

the consequences of his dalliance with Lady Aylesford had 

sent Randolph into exile in Ireland. Lady Aylesford was 

not Blandford's first, nor was she his last, conquest. 

Even worse than his morals were his politics. Blandford 

had dabbled in the Radical movement. But Blandford 

attempted to reform himself when he assumed the title of 

duke. Lord Randolph tried to arrange for his brother to 

become a member of the Carlton Club, the citadel of 

Conservative conformity. Apparently feeling that one 

Churchill brother was enough, the eighth duke's membership 

was rejected. Lord Randolph seemed to take his brother's 

rejection as a personal affront. Gorst was showing his 

support for Churchill. Seemingly, Churchill was scheduled 

to speak at the open air meeting in Birmingham, and Gorst 

canceled the appearance on the basis that it was too soon 

after the death of Churchill's father. 

The letter also revealed that Gorst did not believe 

that Salisbury was the solution to the leadership problem 

in the Conservative Party. Gorst was not only ready to 

overturn the front bench of his party but also to form a 

new Tory Party around Churchill. The prospect of the 
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party dividing into "Northcotites" and Churchi11ites" did 

not seem to bother Gorst. This picture flies in the face 

of the picture of Gorst painted by his son. Harold Gorst 

wrote that his father deplored the pursuit of personal 

power that seemed to drive Lord Randolph in the fall of 

1883. According to his son, Gorst felt that Churchill 

should "aim to succeed, rather than supplant. Sir Stafford 

Northcote in the leadership; that he might obtain all he 

wanted without intrigue and by legitimate means. The 

advice was disregarded."" E. J. Feuchtwanger supported 

this view of Gorst with some reservations." But these 

letters point to Gorst as at least a willing participant 

in overthrowing the leadership of the Conservative Party. 

At their worst, the letters point to Gorst as the driving 

force behind the attempt to gain control of the National 

Union. 

Rumors that Northcote was contemplating retirement 

sent all factions scurrying for new alliances. Wolff 

tracked down a reporter from the newspaper that announced 

that Northcote planned to resign. The reporter, Doyle, 

revealed his source to Sir Henry. Wolff discovered that 

the news came from none other than Northcote's doctor, 

"that it was quite correct and that Sir S. could never 

"Harold Gorst, The Fourth Party, 247. 

"Feuchtwanger, Disraeli. Democracy, and the Tory 
Party. 168-169. 
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make another speech in the House.- However, Doyle is an 

Irishman. "̂* 

Wolff later reported that he had received a letter 

from Henry Cecil Raikes. According to Wolff, Raikes 

wrote, "If Northcote really contemplates retirement it 

will be necessary to consider very carefully what steps we 

ought to take by way of concerted action. I should like 

to talk these over with you."" 

Wolff himself approached Lord Salisbury: 

There are reports in the papers and in private 
that Sir S. Northcote intends retiring from the Lead 
of the party in the H. of C. 

The misfortune however irreparable must not 
dismay us. We must face it not only with resignation 
but with courage.-

But what we must not avoid is the Charybdis of 
book selling; and we must also prevent any attempt to 
dictate a bequest. 

If such were tried on I am certain there would 
be a rupture in the party. For the present no doubt 
Lord John Manners would be the best man. 

After him Beach or Billy Dyke—but with a 
complete understanding that such lead is only in the 
Commons and that there is to be nothing 1ike a Dual 
Control." 

Wolff might as well have saved his crocodile tears 

over Sir Stafford Northcote. The rumors were simply 

^*Wolff to Churchill, 28 August 1883, Churchill Papers, 
Cambridge, Add. Ms. 9248/1/164. 

"wolff to Churchill, 30 August 1883, Churchill Papers, 
Cambridge, Add. Ms. 9248/1/165. 

"wolff to Salisbury, 31 August 1883, Hatfield House 
Papers. 
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rumors and Northcote recovered enough to use W. H. Smith's 

("the Charybdis of book selling") yacht to complete his 

recuperation. The Fourth Party went back to its plans to 

wrest control of the National Union. Gorst was still 

refining the scheme: 

Ross would not be an easy man to carry at the meeting 
of delegates, he is very unpopular amongst delegates 
who know him. The Council after election has power 
to elect twelve additional members and I thought we 
would put in Ross amongst these. I also propose to 
elect Wolff at that time: we could carry him as 
easily and certainly as ourselves at the Birmingham 
meeting, but I thought we had better avoid on that 
occasion the cry of "Fourth Party" and secure a 
majority on the Council before developing our 
designs. . . . We must have a consultation about the 
line to take at Birmingham. The great thing to work 
upon is the desire of the Associations to have their 
importance recognised and we must persuade them that 
they ought to have more voice in the management of 
affairs and we are the people to secure it for them. 
. . . Do you think Wolff could be got to come and 
meet us in Town next week, we could then have a real 
cabinet.^' 

Ross, that "troublesome cantankerous fellow," was 

"unpopular" but only among the delegates who knew him. 

He, therefore, was relegated to the list of those to be 

co-opted onto the Council with Wolff. Gorst, who well 

knew the Conservative Associations, planned to appeal to 

their desire to have more input in the direction of the 

Conservative Party and more recognition of the importance 

of the role they played in national and local politics. 

^^Gorst to Churchill, 22 September 1883, Churchill 
Papers, Cambridge, Add. Ms. 9248/1/170. 
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But by this time, at least one other member of the 

Conservative Party was aware of the plans of the Fourth 

Party to take over the Council. 

Ellis Ashmead Bartlett, described by Gorst as "an 

awful nuisance because he is really a very clever man, but 

without any power of influencing or even getting listened 

to in the H. of C. and he is quite unmanageable,"" had 

sent a warning to Sir Stafford Northcote: 

I feel it my duty to let you know what has just 
reached me here, as it seems very important that 
counteracting steps should be taken at once. A 
confidential circular has been sent round to the 
various delegates (I have seen a printed copy) from 
Conservative Associations who will attend the 
forthcoming conference at Birmingham on 1st October 
to ask them to vote for a printed list of gentlemen 
as members of the new Council of the National Union. 
This circular is signed by Lord Randolph Churchill, 
Mr. Gorst and two others. The plan is as follows— 
to elect a Council on which the "Fourth Party" can 
command a regular majority, and then use it as a 
representative (a good cry) body of the whole party 
and in a way generally favourable to their views. 
. . . To countervail this carefully organised scheme 
there are only two methods (1) the presence at 
Birmingham of several prominent leaders of the party: 
I would suggest Mr. Stanhope and Sir R. Cross (2) an 
immediate effort to influence the local delegates not 
to support the list in question. I shall be at 
Birmingham but I cannot fight them singlehanded. I 
can do much, however, if the leaders of the party 
head the opposition." 

"oorst to Churchill, 31 August 1883, Churchill Papers, 
Cambridge, Add. Ms. 9248/1/166. 

"Bartlett to Northcote, 20 September 1883, Iddesleigh 
Papers, BL Add. Ms. 50041, quoted in Feuchtwanger, 
Disraeli. Democracy and the Tory Party. 174. 
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Gorst's comment that Bartlett was without any power 

of influence was accurate. Northcote politely thanked 

Bartlett for his information and proposed to do nothing: 

As matters stand at present the National Union is a 
body which has no authority whatever and should it 
begin to assert any claim to the character of a 
representative body there would be no great 
difficulty in meeting it, and in disputing any 
authority which it might pretend to. . . . On the 
whole I am averse to any initiative move on the part 
of the leaders.'" 

Northcote had missed the point. The Conservative 

Associations wanted some authority and wanted some 

recognition of their importance. The Associations were 

well aware that "the National Union is a body which has no 

authority whatever." A national spokesman who demanded 

such authority for the National Union could find support. 

At that point, a direct confrontation could be disastrous 

for the Conservative Party. The Birmingham conference 

presented many opportunities for the Fourth Party. 

At the Seventeenth Annual Conference of the National 

Union of Conservative and Constitutional Associations, Mr. 

Hudson of Hartlepool moved a rider to the Annual Report to 

the effect 

'That the Conference of the National Union while 
thanking the Council for the past year for their 

^"Northcote to Bartlett, 26 September 1883, Iddesleigh 
Papers, BL Add. Ms. 50041, quoted in Feuchtwanger, 
Disraeli. Democracy and the Tory Party, 175. 
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services directs the Council for the ensuing year to 
take such steps as may be requisite for securing to 
the National Union its legitimate influence in the 
Party organisation.' 

He spoke of the importance of thoroughly 
threshing out all positions at the Conference. He 
thought the Conservative working men should not be 
led by the nose, but that a representative body like 
the National Union should have the direction of its 
own policy.^"' 

After the rider had been seconded. Lord Randolph 

Churchill rose to speak "of the share which the National 

Union ought to have in the party organisation." Tracing 

the formation of the Central Committee by Lord 

Beaconsfield to organize the Conservative Party, Churchill 

claimed that the Central Committee made a serious mistake 

in ignoring the National Union and investing itself with 

all the powers and resources of the Tory Party and 

stifling all rivals. 

From that day to this, in spite of constant efforts 
on the part of many members of your Council, in spite 
of a friction which has been going on ever since, 
your Council have been kept in a state of tutelage, 
you have been called upon year after year to elect a 
Council which does not advise, and an Executive which 
does not administer. I would wish to produce a total 
and a large change in this. I should like to see the 
control of the party organization taken out of the 
hands of a self-elected body, and placed in the hands 
of an elected body. I should like to see the 
management of party funds taken out of the hands of 
an irresponsible body. The Central Committee is a 

^^^Minutes of the Seventeenth Annual Conference of the 
National Union of Conservative and Constitutional 
Associations, pp. 5-6, found in Archives of the British 
Conservative Party: Minutes and Reports of the 
Conservative Party Conferences. 1867-1946. Bodleian 
Library, Oxford. 
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self-elected and irresponsible body, while the 
Council is an elected and responsible body.^" 

Churchill was proposing the elimination of the 

Central Committee whose members were appointed by the 

party leadership. Party organization should be directed 

by the Council of the National Union and the Council 

should have the management of the party finances. 

Churchill claimed that the Central Committee was hostile 

to working men for "There was no instance of the Central 

Committee having favoured the return of a single working 

man to Parliament." In fact, "The Central Committee 

showed its hostility to working men by starting an 

opposition to Mr. Ross at the Westminster School Board 

Election thereby helping the return of an Atheist." 

Furthermore, 

The Conservative Party will never gain power until it 
gains the confidence of the working classes. The 
latter will not be led by any class interest. Our 
interests are perfectly safe in their hands if we 
will trust them, and there is no surer way to gain 
their confidence. You must invite them to a share 
and a real share in the Party government. I find 
this feature in the Council of the National Union and 
I do not find it in the Central Committee. If the 
Council, acting under your direction, is successful 
in obtaining the chief control of the party 
organization, they will elect an Executive 
Committee.^" 

^"ibid., 6-7. 

^"ibid., 7-8. 

324 



The Executive Committee would actually handle the 

party organization and the party finances and would report 

to the Council which would in turn, report to the 

Associations. Churchill concluded with the following 

remarks: 

Whatever your decision may be as to the resolution I 
shall humbly accept it. If you are of opinion that 
the National Union possesses the power it ought to 
have and the future is promising—why so am I. But 
if you are of opinion that we have not learned enough 
from the experience of the past to avoid disaster in 
time to come, that we are not so well prepared for 
the battle as we ought to be, if you are ready to 
consider and carry out timely reforms, why—in the 
name of heaven—so am I. " 

Despite the magnificent oration by Churchill, there 

was opposition to the proposed rider. Among others, 

Gathorne Hardy, Viscount Cranbrook, warned that such 

actions as those proposed by Churchill would lead to an 

open quarrel and threaten the unity of the party. 

Cranbrook's presence at the meeting was not totally 

coincidental. Northcote's reaction to the warning given 

by Ashmead Bartlett was not quite as casual as it first 

appeared. Stating that he had heard that Cranbrook would 

be at the Birmingham Conference, Northcote made a request. 

"In case you really are going, I venture to ask you to use 

your influence quietly to prevent anything foolish being 

done by the fourth party." Warning that the Fourth Party 

°̂*Ibid. , 8. 
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planned to take over the Council of the National Union and 

use it to direct the policy of the whole party, Northcote 

made a dire prediction: 

Now, if they do this, they will soon produce a strong 
feeling against themselves among our steadiest 
supporters, and are pretty sure either to damage the 
Union itself, or split the party-if you attend you 
may be able to give our friends a hint that the Union 
should not push its pretensions too far, or allow its 
Council to set up as a representative body entitled 
to speak and act in the name and on behalf of the 
Conservative party as a whole. There should be a few 
steady men upon it who can be trusted to stop the 
vagaries of the less discreet.^"^ 

However, Gorst answered Cranbrook by stating that the 

plan would not cause a split and that "there never was a 

time when the party was more united. When you read of 

Lord Randolph Churchill fomenting disunion do not believe 

it." Then Ashmead Bartlett, who suddenly found himself 

not quite "singlehanded," spoke against the rider, asking 

Was there any man present who would willingly confer 
control of the election machinery of the country to a 
purely casual and elective body? . . . The Central 
Committee were appointed by the leaders of the party, 
and they included gentlemen of great experience and 
ability . . .'" 

^"Northcote to Cranbrook, 26 September 1883, quoted in 
Gathorne Hardy, Gathorne Hardy First Earl of Cranbrook: A 
Memoi r. edited by Alfred E. Gathorne-Hardy, vol. 2 (London 
Longmans, Green, and Company, 1910), 191-192. 

^"Minutes of the Seventeenth Annual Conference, 9. 
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After further discussion, both the resolution and the 

rider were passed. Then the election for the new Council 

was held. The Fourth Party carried a bare majority. 

Ashmead Bartlett sent a report to Northcote in which he 

summarized Churchill's speech and listed the four loyal 

men he nominated that were elected to the Council. He 

also informed Northcote that he had spoken against the 

actions of the Fourth Party. Bartlett then passed a 

warning to Northcote: 

It will be of great importance [underlined 
twice] that all should attend at the meeting of the 
Council early in November where twelve more members 
are to be coopted. If good men are there chosen, the 
attempt to control the Council will be finally 
defeated and for this purpose the Gentlemen I have 
named should be asked by the leaders to attend and 
vote. 

I can assure you that the party is passing 
through a very serious crisis. Lord Randolph 
Churchill and his friends are very popular and very 
bitter; and the only way in which they can be met is 
by fair fight inside the National Union. To suppress 
the Union would raise a storm among the rank and file 
of the party and give the Fourth Party a fine handle. 
Lord Cranbrook's presence was very salutary. He will 
no doubt tell you how Lord Randolph Churchill and Mr. 
Gorst spoke. Their words were an almost verbatim 
repetition of the article in the Fortnightly last 
April .̂ "' 

The account of the Birmingham conference that Gorst 

gave to Wolff called the event "a real triumph," but 

admitted that the election of the Council members was not 

^^^Bartlett to Northcote, 2 October 1883, Iddesleigh 
Papers, BL Add. Ms. 50041 fol. 223. 

327 



as favorable as hoped. "Clarke, Chaplin, Claud Hamilton, 

and a lot of hostile men got elected and it will require 

the greatest care and skill in the selection and election 

of the twelve co-optated members to secure us the 

necessary working majority."^" 

The November elections for the remaining twelve seats 

on the Council of the National Union gave the Fourth Party 

only a narrow majority on the Council. The Fourth Party 

was further weakened by the departure of Gorst for three 

months to visit India on business. During the absence of 

Gorst, the newly-formed Council had its first meeting on 

December 7. Lord Randolph Churchill moved that an 

Organization Committee be formed to investigate the best 

means of implementing Hudson's Birmingham rider. The 

motion having passed, seven men, including Lord Randolph, 

were appointed to the newly-formed committee. 

The Organization Committee met on December 8. 

Churchill and his supporters dominated the committee. 

W. H. Rowe and Fitzroy Stewart were excluded from the 

meeting because they were employed by the Central Office. 

Earl Percy, as Chairman of the Council of the National 

Union, attempted to assume the chair of the Organization 

Committee since he was an ex officio member of any 

National Union committee. But Earl Percy was denied the 

^"oorst to Wolff, 3 October 1883, quoted in Winston 
Churchill, Lord Randolph Churchill. 243. 
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chair because he was also a member of the Central 

Committee. Despite his protests. Lord Randolph Churchill 

assumed the chair on a four to three vote. 

Earl Percy sent a report of the proceedings to Lord 

Salisbury in which he shared his indignation. "You are 

probably aware that the 'National Union' has been in a 

state of Ebrolition [sic] ever since Lord Randolph 

Churchill was elected a member of the Council." Earl 

Percy then described the Birmingham Resolution and listed 

the names of the members of the Organization Committee, 

commenting at the name of "Mr. Cotter, (who looks after 

the fires in the House of Common!)." Having described the 

ouster of Rowe and Fitzroy Stewart from the meeting and 

his ouster from the chair. Earl Percy revealed that the 

Committee requested that Churchill seek an audience with 

"Lord Salisbury, the Leader of the Conservative Party." 

Earl Percy continued: 

You will observe that Sir Stafford's name has 
been studiously omitted. 

I venture to trouble you with this as I think 
you will like to hear from me how the matter stands 
before replying to the letter you will receive from 
Lord Randolph, but I hope you will not let anyone 
know you have heard from me, and regard this letter 
as Strictly Confidential as our meetings are supposed 
to be entirely pr/vate.'" 

^"Earl Percy to Salisbury, 8 December 1883, Hatfield 
House Papers, my italics. 
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Earl Percy gave an early warning to Lord Salisbury of 

the letter that Churchill was sending. Having placed his 

duty to the Conservative Party (or perhaps his anger and 

humiliation), over his personal honor, Percy became 

Salisbury's mole on the Council and on the Organization 

Committee. As long as Earl Percy remained on the Council 

as Chairman, he could not be excluded from the meetings of 

the Organization Committee. 

Percy also talked to Edward Stanhope, Chairman of the 

Central Committee. Stanhope sent a report of his 

conversation with Percy and his own observations to Sir 

Stafford Northcote, writing, "I have now heard all that is 

at present to be known of the recent proceedings at the 

National Union." Writing of the first meeting of the 

Organization Committee, Stanhope told of the dismissal of 

the Honorary Secretaries. "Percy was present but does not 

wish to disclose formally anything that took place [an 

interesting distinction]." Stanhope revealed that 

Churchill had been elected to the chair over Percy and 

empowered to seek an interview with Lord Salisbury as 

leader of the party. According in Stanhope, Percy felt 

that the battle would soon be carried into the 

constituencies and that a confrontation between the 

Organization Committee and the Central Committee was 

unavoidable. Percy wanted the confrontation to take place 

while Gorst was absent. Such a desire reflected the idea 
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that Gorst was considered an important presence in the 

struggle for control of the National Union. 

Stanhope, however, urged patience: 

We could of course at any time precipitate a 
crisis by withdrawing the pecuniary assistance we 
give to the Union. This would, I think, be at 
present unwise, for as yet nothing has been done by 
Lord Randolph and his Committee to our knowledge, 
which is outwardly inconsistent with loyalty.^^" 

Stanhope proposed a solution to the problem: 

The resolution of the Conference at Birmingham 
is capable of being interpreted as meaning only to 
support a more adequate representation of the 
National Union upon the Central Committee. If the 
matter can be so solved, nothing could be simpler, 
provided always that any new representation of the 
National Union should be loyal to the existing 
leaders of the party. At present, out of seven 
members, two are members of the Council of the Union. 
And it shall be easy in February—when I shall in any 
case suggest that the Central Committee shall lay 
down their office upon the body that created them 
last year, and ask for fresh appointment-to add, in 
place of one of an existing member, the name of some 
one from the Council of the Union. 

The upshot of all this is that I think we should 
decide when we want the crisis, and then act promptly 
and decisively. 

You also ask me about the "Primrose League". I 
cannot at present find anything alarming about it. 
Percy has the papers relating to it. But I shall 
gradually get more information.'^' 

Stanhope's letter revealed that the Conservative 

leadership had an excellent intelligence system. The 

^^^Stanhope to Northcote, 13 December 1883, Iddesleigh 
Papers, BL Add. Ms. 50042, fol. 5. 

^^^bid. 
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solution suggested by Stanhope could have defused the 

situation without a rupture between the National Union and 

the Central Committee. If confrontation became necessary. 

Stanhope suggested that the leadership choose the time and 

place for battle. Finally, Stanhope could find nothing 

threatening in the Primrose League. However, he was sure 

that more information would make its way to him. But by 

the time this letter was written, Churchill had already 

approached Lord Salisbury, as Percy had warned. 

Churchill's polite, sanitized letter informed 

Salisbury of the Birmingham Resolution to "take such steps 

as may appear advisable, to secure for the National Union 

its legitimate share in the party organization." 

Revealing that a committee had been formed that had 

elected him chairman, Churchill announced that the 

committee resolved: 

"That the chairman be requested to communicate to the 
Marquis of Salisbury the leader of the party the 
circumstances connected with the formation of this 
Committee and to request the honour of a conference 
with him on the subject for which the committee was 
formed." 

In compliance with this instruction I venture to 
ask you whether you will give the committee an early 
interview, and what time and place it would be 
convenient to you to receive them.^^ 

Lord Salisbury's reply was equally polite but was a 

^^^Churchill to Salisbury, 9 December 1883, Hatfield 
House Papers. 
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I need not say that it will give me great 
pleasure to confer with you and the other gentlemen 
you have named upon any subject which in your 
judgement is of importance to the party. I have a 
little difficulty about fixing an early date for the 
purpose. . . . As far as I can judge from the terms 
of the resolution you have sent to me, the matter of 
our conference concerns the Leader of the party in 
the House of Commons quite as much as the Leader in 
the House of Lords: and you will doubtless have to 
confer with Sir Stafford Northcote also. I do not 
know whether it suits you better to meet us together 
or singly; if the former we must select some time 
when Sir Stafford is likely to be in London. In any 
case, as this matter is not of an urgent character, 
some day in January after the holidays will probably 
be most convenient to all concerned.^ 

Lord Salisbury chose to deliberately misunderstand 

Churchill's request. Salisbury interpreted "leader of the 

party" to mean "leader of the party in the House of 

Lords." Introducing Sir Stafford Northcote into the 

proposed meeting put pressure on Churchill. Lord Randolph 

would be forced to decide whether or not to ignore the 

mention of Northcote. In any case, Salisbury had bought 

some time to gather information, to assess the situation, 

and to plan a course of action. 

Lord Salisbury also wrote to his undercover agent. 

Earl Percy, for some information and advice. In his 

reply, Percy stated that 

^̂ Ŝal isbury to Churchill, 11 December 1883, Hatfield 
House Papers, copy, but the original seen in the Churchill 
Papers, italics mine. 

333 



I have no objection to you showing my letter to 
Sir Stafford if you think proper to do so, but I 
should not like it to go further. 

Randolph will probably ignore all you say about 
Sir Stafford, and simply reply that he would rather 
see you without him. If he goes to Sir Stafford at 
all it will probably be after he has seen you so that 
he may represent you as having decided the questions 
at issue. 

I am afraid Randolph's views extend further than 
the starting of rival candidates. He wants to 
establish a conservative caucus with himself at its 
head. He has taken up the National Union because he 
thinks he sees in it the germ of such an 
organization, and he will excite it to action by 
representing the leading members of the party as 
either apathetic, or as seeking to keep all power and 
authority in their own hands to the exclusion and the 
detriment of the working man. If he is told that 
there is "no organization to share" I am afraid he 
would instantly take advantage of such a statement. 
. . . If in the course of working out such an idea 
Randolph can give a kick to Sir Stafford, and the 
Central Comee it will be an additional 
recommendation! and to his chief ally—Gorst—it is 
the primary object. . . . 

I ought to beg your pardon for taking up so much 
of your time, but I cannot help telling you what I 
know of the state of affairs. The danger of an 
appeal from the upper to the lower Conservative 
classes in one form or another seems to me to be a 
very great one, and the radical feeling in our ranks 
is considerable. 

Percy passed several good warnings to Salisbury. He 

suggested that Churchill would request an interview with 

Lord Salisbury alone. If he then interviewed Northcote, 

Churchill would probably indicate that Salisbury had acted 

unilaterally as leader of the party. But Percy and 

Salisbury wanted insight into Churchill's motive or 

^̂ *Percy to Salisbury, 13 December 1883, Hatfield House 
Papers, my italics. 
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motives. Percy believed that Churchill's motives went 

beyond driving a wedge between Northcote and Salisbury. 

Chamberlain's Birmingham Caucus was praised as a 

significant factor in the victory of the Liberals in the 

1880 General Election. The caucus gave quite a bit of 

political power into the hands of the duly elected 

representatives of the caucus. Percy thought that 

Churchill intended to change the National Union into some 

form of the caucus. But Churchill's threat could not be 

ignored. Churchill was finding support in the "lower 

Conservative classes." "Tory Democracy" was a danger of 

becoming a reality. 

Percy at least partially misread Gorst's motives. 

Gorst did despise the Central Committee that he had 

battled against for so long. Of the three remaining 

members of the Fourth Party, Gorst was probably the only 

true believer in the distribution of political power to 

the lower classes. But Gorst's respect for Northcote was 

far greater than that of Wolff's or Churchill's. Gorst 

urged more moderate approaches to Northcote. Yet exchange 

of these kinds of letters among the principals over the 

last few months with their expressions of fear and 

suspicion and disapproval went far to explain why 

Salisbury and Northcote looked coldly upon the creation of 

the Primrose League. 
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Some of the "Old Gang," in a show of party loyalty, 

began to rally around Northcote. Support came from 

Gathorne Hardy, who, although never an enthusiastic 

follower of Northcote, made a sympathetic entry in his 

diary: 

Northcote writes me a curious account of the outcome 
of Randolph Churchill's Birmingham intrigues and 
seems to suspect that he is secretly moving the 
Primrose League whatever that society may be or 
contemplate. His coadjutors of the National Union 
have turned Percy out of and put him in the Chair and 
addressed Salisbury as the Leader of the party!! He 
however calls in Northcote to share in the interview 
wh. is to be on Wedy next. The treachery of all of 
this and the insult to Northcote is obvious. The 
leadership being in suspense who are these who 
presume to settle it? I have always felt that one is 
better than two but accepted loyally the decision 
which constituted the present state of things and 
always feel that Northcote has done his duty in 
substance on all occasions though not without some 
weaknesses, as Salisbury has also not without some 
escapades. Much I fear that disunion will destroy 
our chance of checking the revolutionary race wh, 
Gladstone started & Chamberlain will run. . . .̂^̂  

Lord Cranbrook's entry exposed the feelings of many 

of the "Old Gang." The Dual Control had been decided 

upon. One must remain loyal to that decision until the 

fall of the Liberal Government brought the need for a 

single leader. Who were these upstarts to decide the 

leadership even if there should be only one leader of the 

party? But overriding all indignation was the fear that a 

^^^Johnson, ed.. The Diary of Gathorne Hardy, 527, entry 
for 5 January 1884. 
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split in the party would lead to the failure of the 

Conservatives to assume power when the chance came. 

Eventually, the need for unity above all else gained the 

Fourth Party its share of recognition. But Hardy also 

revealed Salisbury's solution to the interview with the 

Organization Committee. Northcote would be present even 

though a private interview with Salisbury had been 

requested. 

On January 9, 1884, the Organization Committee, led 

by Lord Randolph Churchill called upon Lord Salisbury at 

20 Arlington Street. Churchill was surprised to find Sir 

Stafford Northcote at the meeting. Lord Randolph later 

sent minutes of the meeting to the Marquis of Salisbury. 

In those minutes, the presence of Northcote was 

acknowledged but no questions were directed to him nor 

were any comments by him noted. In Churchill's version of 

the meeting, Northcote was superfluous. 

Lord Randolph introduced the members of the committee 

and informed Lord Salisbury that the Organization 

Committee had been formed due to "the desire of the entire 

National Union to render more efficient services in the 

organisation of the Party, and requested on the behalf of 

the Committee, Lord Salisbury's advice as to the best 

course to be adopted." Then various members of the 

committee made their own comments. Mr. Cotter (who tended 

to the fires at Parliament) spoke of the "ignorance of the 
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Council of the National Union as to the details of Party 

organisation owing to the unsatisfactory position occupied 

by it at the present moment." Sir Alfred Slade (one of 

the early members of the Primrose League) "demonstrated 

the entire uselessness of the National Union at the 

present moment—but also showed its great capabilities as 

an organising centre." Captain Morley and Mr. Dixon 

Hartland (another member of the Primrose League) "spoke 

forceably [sic] as to the present dissatisfaction and to 

the discontent prevailing in the country as to the 

organisation of the Conservative Party." Colonel Fred 

Burnaby (yet another pioneer member of the Primrose 

League) "offered some suggestions as to what ought to be 

the sphere of the duties of the National Union." Mr. 

Hudson (who had moved the rider to the resolution at 

Bi rmi ngham) 

dwelt on the representative character of the National 
Union as embodying all the good without any of the 
vile features of the Caucus and impressed upon Lord 
Salisbury the vital necessity of securing the 
allegiance of the Conservative Associations. 

Lord Salisbury said that the matters brought 
before him were of great moment—should have his 
most earnest consideration—that the Committee could 
not expect him to give a complete answer off hand and 
that he would communicate further with the Committee. 
The deputation after thanking his Lordship 
withdrew.^'° 

^^^Churchill to Salisbury, 10 January 1884, Hatfield 
House Papers. 
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The minutes of the meeting clearly indicated that the 

members of the Organization Committee had no real idea of 

what to do or how to go about the stated purpose of the 

committee. The meeting with Salisbury appeared to be more 

for show than for substance. This position was also 

evident on the part of Salisbury as well. Salisbury 

accomplished far more by the meeting than Churchill. 

Salisbury, by the presence of Northcote, upheld the Dual 

Control. Salisbury, by allowing the meeting, proved that 

the leadership of the Conservative Party was willing to 

listen to the concerns of the rank and file. Finally, 

Salisbury gained time for the situation to possibly defuse 

by his promise to contact the committee at a later date 

with his advice. Churchill played into Salisbury's hands 

when he informed him that "the Committee was of opinion 

that it would be better for them to await any 

communications with which you may favour them before 

proceeding further with del i berations. "̂ ^̂  The Committee 

would wait a long time for Salisbury's comments. 

Salisbury, in playing the waiting game, was following 

the advice of his nephew, Arthur Balfour. Balfour still 

maintained friendly relations with the remaining members 

of the Fourth Party or, at least with Churchill. Upon 

' " ib id . 
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request, Balfour offered the following observations on 

Churchi11: 

I think I fully explained my view of Randolph when 
you were here. He is I think quite capable of 
denouncing in a public speech the existing 
organisation. At least he told me so the other day 
when, having asked me whether it was to be peace or 
war between us on this subject, I said that if peace 
meant yielding to his pretensions, it was war! - We 
are excellent friends at this moment otherwise! 

My idea is that we ought to do nothing at 
present and simply let Randolph hammer away."" 

The endorsement of "masterly inactivity" (one of 

Northcote's favorite tactics) was the theme of another 

letter from Balfour: 

. . . I think that Stanhope's own solution of 
the problem is full of danger, and must not be 
hastily adopted. He desires you to come down, ex 
machine, and settle all our perplexities by defeating 
R.C. in the National Union itself. 

It may come to this: but it must be kept in 
mind, when estimating the value of Stanhope's 
opinion, that he is anxious, & has always been 
anxious, to precipitate a public 'explanation' with 
Randolph. I, on the other hand, am inclined to think 
that we should avoid as far as possible all 'rows', 
until Randolph puts himself entirely and flagrantly 
in the wrong by some act of party disloyalty which 
every body can understand and no one can deny. By 
this course we may avoid a battle altogether; but if 
a battle is forced upon us we shall be sure to win 
it.-̂ 19 

^^%alfour to Salisbury, 8 January 1884, quoted in 
Williams, Salisbury-Balfour Correspondence, 103. 

^'^Balfour to Salisbury, 14 January 1884, quoted in 
Williams, Salisbury-Balfour Correspondence. 104 

340 



Salisbury agreed with Balfour. "Many thanks for the 

enclosed. I am of your mind that a rupture should be 

deferred as long as possible."^" Salisbury was not 

impressed with Stanhope's arguments. "Stanhope's 

admiration of my fingers as precisely the fingers which 

can pull chestnuts between bars is complimentary—but not 

exhi larating. "̂ ^̂  

Almost a month later, trouble broke out at a meeting 

of the Council of the National Union. Sir Henry Drummond 

Wolff sent an account of the controversy to Lord 

Salisbury: 

Yesterday there was a meeting of the Council of 
the National Union. The proceedings were opened by 
Lord Percy who brought before the notice of the 
Council that on the Organisation Committee Randolph 
had been preferred to himself as Chairman and he 
asserted that as Chairman of the Council he had a 
right to be Chairman of every Committee. Harry 
Chaplin then moved a resolution to that effect but 
this being badly worded Clarke produced an amendment 
in the same sense but better worded. After a long 
discussion both resolution and amendment were 
negatived and Percy then resigned. Randolph then 
gave notice of a motion for the next meeting of a 
vote of confidence in Percy and we adjourned. It is 
sure that Percy's action was prompted by the Central 
Committee which is composed of [illegible] 
and wirepulled by the bookselling interest. However 
it is of no use as the anti-Capricorn party are 

^"Salisbury to Balfour, 19 January 1884, quoted in 
Williams, Salisburv-Balfour Correspondence. 104. 

^^^bid., 105. 
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determined if nocessary to appeal to the meeting of 
the delegates.'^^ 

Wolff's letter revealed a failed attempt to remove 

Churchill from the chair of the Organization Committee. 

Wolff blamed the attempt on the Central Committee in which 

he saw the hand of the "bookselling interest" or W. H. 

Smith. Wolff warned Salisbury that such actions were 

dangerous because the "anti-Capricorn party," the anti-

Goat party or the Fourth Party, was willing to take the 

issues to the Conference of the National Union if 

necessary and thus before the British public. 

The situation continued to worsen for the "Old Gang." 

At the next meeting, Churchill proposed the vote of 

confidence in Percy and the motion carried. But Percy 

refused to withdraw his resignation. Both Churchill and 

Henry Chaplin were nominated for Chairman of the Council 

and Churchill was elected by a vote of seventeen to 

fifteen. Lord Randolph Churchill was now leading the 

National Union. Despite the vote. Lord Salisbury 

continued to use Lord Percy to communicate to the Council 

of the National Union.^" 

Tired of waiting for the promised answers to the 

problems posed by the Organization Committee's meeting 

^"wolff to Salisbury, 2 February 1884, Hatfield House 
Papers. 

^"winston Churchill, Lord Randolph Churchill. 245. 
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with Lord Salisbury on January 9, Churchill addressed 

another letter to Salisbury on February 17. Churchill 

wanted Salisbury to set the parameters of the 

responsibilities and duties of the National Union. After 

a further delay of twelve days, Salisbury sent his answer, 

excusing its tardiness on the grounds of "public 

busi ness." 

Maintaining the Dual Control, Salisbury wrote, "Sir 

Stafford and I have carefully considered the matters which 

you mentioned at the small meeting which took place here 

in January." Salisbury partially blamed the delay at 

reaching an answer on the Organization Committee: "Our 

task has been rendered more difficult by the circumstance 

that no proposals were put forward on the part of the 

National Union." However, 

It appears to us, that that organization is, and 
must remain, in all its essential features, local. 
But there is still much work, which a central body, 
like the Council of the National Union can perform 
with great advantage to the Party. It is the 
representative of many associations on whom in their 
respective constituencies the work of the Party 
greatly depends. It can superintend and stimulate 
their exertions: furnish them with advice, and in 
some measure, with funds: provide them with 
lecturers: aid them in the the [sic] improvement and 
development of the local press: and help them in 
perfecting the machinery by which the registration is 
conducted, and in arrangements for providing 
volunteer agency a election time. It will have 
special opportunity of pressing upon the local 
associations which it represents, the paramount duty 
of selecting, in time, the candidates who are to come 
forward at the dissolution. 
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The field of work seems to us large-as large 
as the nature of the case permits: and ample enough 
to give full scope for such cooperation as the able 
men who constitute the Council of the National Union 
may be in a position to offer. But if, on 
consideration, the Council should desire to submit to 
us any proposal with respect to the above matters or 
to other subjects, it will of course, receive our 
attentive consideration.'" 

The letter expressly stated that the work of the 

National Union was to be local in nature. The National 

Union was excluded from the area of Conservative policy

making. Certainly, Northcote and Salisbury could assume 

that the areas laid out for the labors of the National 

Union would prevent any type of conflict with the duties 

of the Central Committee. However, they had given too 

little credit to the creative abilities of the Fourth 

Party. 

A "Report of the Organisation Committee" was quickly 

created. Lord Salisbury's letter was to be regarded as 

the "Charter of the National Union." The report listed 

the duties detailed to the National Union fairly 

accurately. Then the report urged the Council to enter 

into a new area: 

The Council will no doubt perceive that for the 
proper discharge of these duties now imposed upon 
them by the leader of the Party, the provision of 
considerable funds becomes a matter of first class 
necessity. Your Committee have reason to believe 

2̂*sal isbury to Churchill, 29 February 1884, Churchill 
Papers, Cambridge, 9248/2/304. 
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that there exists at the present moment a large fund, 
collected for the general purposes of the 
Conservative Party . . . from which the Council has 
from time to time received irregular uncertain 
contributions more or less of an eleemosynary 
character. Your Committee would not only recommend 
to the Council that this arrangement, which in the 
view of the new duties now devolving upon the 
Council, must be considered of a most unsatisfactory 
nature should be modified and that your Committee 
should be authorized by the Council to claim from the 
aforesaid Fund a certain definite allocation which 
shall be set apart absolutely for the uses of the 
National Union, and shall in some measure enable them 
to commence the effective discharge of their labours. 
In view, however, of the large field of work marked 
out by Lord Salisbury, your Committee are of opinion 
that whatever funds they may be able to obtain from 
the aforesaid source should be supplemented by a 
vigorous and earnest appeal to the Conservative Party 
generally throughout the country for donations and 
annual subscriptions.'" 

This report, dated the same day as Salisbury's 

letter, once again identified Lord Salisbury as "the 

leader of the Party." No where in the report was there a 

mention of Sir Stafford Northcote. A subtle change 

occurred in the report. Originally, the Organization 

Committee had asked to be used to make the party 

organization more effective. Now, their chosen leader 

"imposed" duties upon them. But to carry out the duties 

"imposed" upon them, the National Union must have funds. 

Fortunately, the Committee knew where there were funds 

that had been collected for the general purposes of the 

^""Report of the Organisation Committee," dated 29 
February 1884, Iddesleigh Papers, BL Add. Ms. 50042, fol 
26. 
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Conservative Party. The Committee suggested that the 

Council allow the Committee to demand that some of the 

funds be allocated for the use only of the National Union. 

Those funds which the Committee, dominated by Churchill 

and his supporters, proposed to demand were under the 

control of the Central Committee. What was being proposed 

was a confrontation between the National Union and the 

Central Committee. The Committee also suggested that any 

monies received from the Conservative fund would not be 

enough for the new duties given to the National Union. 

Therefore, the National Union should make a "vigorous and 

earnest appeal" nationally for funds, including annual 

subscriptions. In reality, the National Union would 

compete against the Central Committee for the control of 

funds in the Conservative Party. 

The report then urged some changes in the Council of 

the National Union. The Chairman and Vice-chairman 

(Churchill and Gorst, respectively) should be empowered to 

perform "all ordinary and routine executive acts on behalf 

of the Council during and between its meeting." To help 

them, "a small executive Committee should be appointed." 

To carry out "Lord Salisbury's scheme," the Executive 

Committee "should be authorised to incur such liability 

for expenditure as may be urgent" and should meet at least 

once a week. The acts of the Chairman and Vice-Chairman 

as well as the Executive Committee would be reported at 
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the meetings of the Council, "and all questions involving 

large general principles of party policy should be 

reserved for the determination of the Council at its 

periodical meeting except in cases of extreme urgency." 

As if that were not enough, the Executive Committee was to 

survey every affiliated Conservative Association 

throughout the country to determine the state of the 

parties in the area, the probable results of a 

Parliamentary election, the names of any probable 

candidates and the financial state of the Association. 

All Associations were to communicate any information or 

send any questions to the Council or its Chairman or Vice-

Chairman or the Executive Committee. All of this would be 

done to contribute to "a united, harmonious, and efficient 

organisation of the Conservative Party in the United 

Kingdom."^" 

In actuality, all the power of the National Union 

would be in the hands of Churchill and Gorst when the 

Council was not in session and that would include control 

of the finances. The allotment of funds from the Central 

Committee for the exclusive use of the National Union and 

the collection of funds from the Conservative membership 

would make the National Union an independent organization. 

Stanhope's contention that the Central Committee could 

^"ibid. 
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create a crisis by denying funds to the National Union 

would be an empty boast. Furthermore, the Executive 

Committee would be trespassing on the work of the Central 

Committee and the party agents in soliciting information 

from the Associations, The report posed a serious threat 

to the traditional organization of the Conservative Party. 

When Lord Salisbury learned of the report (possibly 

through a conversation that Balfour had with Gorst^^^), he 

tried to clarify his position: 

I have been told on good authority that you had 
inferred, as the result of our recent communications, 
that in our contemplation the National Union was in 
some manner to take the place of the Central 
Committee, and to do the work which the latter 
exclusively does now. 

As my letter does not mention the Central 
Committee, this misapprehension (if, indeed it has 
arisen) must be due to something that passed, in our 
conversation at the Carlton on Sunday. I should 
blame myself severely if I had misled you as to our 
views on this point. The Central Committee are 
appointed by us, and represent us: and we could not 
in any degree separate our own position from theirs. 

I hope, however, that there is no chance of the 
paths of the National Union and the Central Committee 
crossing: for there is plenty of work for both to do. 
I am sure you will excuse my giving you the trouble 
of reading this letter-which only issues from my 
desire that we should all work together in good 
understanding.^^ 

^̂ Ŝee Foster, Lord Randolph Churchill. 142, n. 25. 
However, Foster relied upon the dating of Salisbury's 
message to Balfour in the Balfour Papers, BL Add. Ms. 
49688, fol. 64, as 4 March. The date is illegible and 
Williams guessed it at 10 March in Salisbury-Balfour 
Correspondence. 107. 

^"Salisbury to Churchill, 6 March 1884, Hatfield House 
Papers. 
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Once again, Salisbury attempted to pass off a plot as 

a misunderstanding. Lord Salisbury even shouldered the 

blame for the misunderstanding. Salisbury still 

maintained the existence of the Dual Control by the use of 

"our," "us," and "we." Yet, much effort was given to 

produce a conciliatory letter to appeal to Lord Randolph. 

That effort was wasted. 

Churchill replied to Salisbury's letter on the same 

day. Assuming that Salisbury's informant was G. C. T. 

Bartley, the Principal Agent of the Conservative Party, 

Churchill attacked Bartley and defended himself: 

I also perceive how bitterly incapable Mr. Bartley is 
of filling a position of confidence as he is 
evidently in the habit of repeating things which were 
not meant to be repeated, and what is worse, of 
misstating and misreporting those things. 

. . . I pointed out to Mr. Bartley in private 
conversation that you had laid down a very large 
field of work for the Council of the National Union, 
and that I hoped and believed the Council would 
occupy that field quite regardless of the existence 
of any body such as what is known as the Central 
Committee, and that as far as my influence would 
avail I should urge the Council in that direction. 

. . . With reference to the hope which you 
express that 'there is no chance of the paths of the 
Central Committee and the National Union crossing,' I 
fear it may be disappointed. In a struggle between a 
popular body and a close corporation, the latter, I 
am happy to say, in these days goes to the wall; for 
the popular body have this great advantage-that, 
having nothing to conceal they can at any moment they 
think proper appeal fully (and in some measure 
recklessly) to a favourable and sympathizing public, 
and I am of opinion that in such a course as this the 
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National Union will find that I may be of some little 
assistance to them.'̂ ^ 

In effect, Churchill was threatening the authority of 

the Conservative leadership. Relying on his support in 

the country, Churchill was sending a warning to Salisbury: 

the source of power in the Conservative Party was shifting 

from positions and relationships in Parliament to the 

support of the enlarged electorate. Churchill was also 

threatening an appeal to that electorate. Confident in 

his popularity with the masses, Churchill was threatening 

an open fight in which he believed the "Old Gang" had more 

to lose than the Fourth Party. But the leadership was not 

entirely unrepresented in the Council of the National 

Union. 

Lord Randolph presented to the National Council on 

March 7 Lord Salisbury's letter of February 29 as well as 

the report of the Organization Committee. The Council 

then adjourned to allow the members to reflect on the 

report, agreeing to meet once again on the 14th to resume 

deliberations. But Earl Percy had a plan to force the 

Council to reject what was, essentially, Churchill's 

report. Arthur Balfour presented that plan to Salisbury: 

^"churchi11 to Salisbury, 6 March 1884, quoted in 
James, Lord Randolph Churchill. 143. 
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this mo'rning'^L'i^g^^^i^ ^-^^ ^^-^ers 

with Percy,'^espect'inr^h'Tchi' now^'rUe't^ Jou'' 
He suggests sending you a IPtto^^ ^ ^•^'''~ 

report of Randolph's org'an'?ŝ n%̂ ĉ 'm': tt^^^'^w'^^c^h^^ 
Manners gave you):- and saying! in substance that' 

answerVhim'^tLrtn''^' " construction'on'your' 

wp;he^?::-wh'?c \̂'̂ ^ 
th^/h""^^' i'S'^^^^"^ between the C.C. and the N S • 
that he would therefore like to have your opinion as 
to Its correctness.- upimon as 

Northcote Bartley, Stanhope & Co.- are all 
strongly of opinion that if in answer to such a 
letter you were to send, in your name and Sir 
Stafford s, as explicit a declaration of your views 
rLo^i' T L ^ ° ^•^•.°^ Thursday night, that the 
report of the organising committee would be rejected 
on Friday by the Council. I have suggested to Percy 
the advisability of consulting you as to the wording 
of his letter He will shew you a draft which he 
drew up here.'"̂ " 

Salisbury apparently had more than one informant on 

the Council of the National Union. Henry J. B. Manners, 

who was also a member of the Council, gave Salisbury a 

copy of the report. Manners became the principal private 

secretary to Salisbury in 1885. But what must be noted 

from the letter was that for all practical purposes, 

Salisbury was fulfilling the role of the leader of the 

Conservative Party. The informants were coming to 

Salisbury. Bartley, Stanhope, and even Northcote wanted 

Salisbury to write the letter to solve the problem with 

130 

'•""Balfour to Salisbury, [8 March 1884], quoted in 
Williams, Salisbury-Balfour Correspondence. 106. The note 
was not dated and Williams estimated the date but it does 
fit into the known correspondence and events as circa that 
date. 
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the National Union. Both sides of the issue were dealing 

primarily with Salisbury. To some extent, the reliance on 

Salisbury was caused by the growing discontent with Sir 

Stafford's leadership. Lord Cranbrook recorded that 

At the Club in the afternoon I was disheartened at 
the report brought by so many of the state of our 
party in the House of Commons. Men like Gibson, 
Geo[orge] Hamilton, Henry Holland & even Cross though 
he did not go so far as the others evidently thought 
things on a bad footing. Northcote dissatisfies all 
by his apologetic tone & want of nerve in his 
encounters with Gladstone who is inclined to ride 
roughshod over the Opposition. There is clearly a 
movement against Sir Stafford wh. may have dangerous 
effects. There will be an attempt to make Salisbury 
sole leader but how I do not at present see. . . . I 
fear Northcotes [sic] weaknesses may come from 
failing health & powers though he always wanted 
vigour & weakened that he had by apology.'^' 

Earl Percy's letter to Lord Salisbury was prepared 

with the help of Lord Salisbury. Then Salisbury prepared 

his reply. Both letters were then read by Lord Percy to 

the National Council at the meeting held on March 14. 

Lord Percy's letter began, "Although the enclosed has been 

communicated confidentially . . . there can . . . be no 

harm in my sending it to you, as I am anxious to have your 

advice and that of Sir Stafford Northcote as to the course 

I am to pursue . . . " Percy, in his first sentence, 

upheld the Dual Control. He did, however, forget to 

mention the other times that he had passed on information 

^^^Johnson, ed. , The Diarv of Gathorne Hardy. 530, entry 
for 17 February 1884. 
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"communicated confidentially." Percy then explained his 

concept of the roles of the Central Committee and the 

National Union: 

The organization of the constituencies . . . and the 
general arrangements of the conduct of elections 
should remain entirely in the hands of the Central 
Committee while the National Union can very usefully 
engage in the formation and organization of 
Associations, the dissemination of information by 
means of publications, lectures and public meetings, 
and the stimulation of Conservative feeling 
generally. . . . I have constantly advocated 
increased energy on the part of both. 

I understand, however, that it is now proposed 
to initiate a system whereby the National Union, 
elected by the delegates of local Associations, but 
acting under the authority and with the sanction of 
the leaders of the party, and the Central Committee 
appointed directly by the leaders, and of course 
acting also under their authority and with their 
sanction should both of them engage in the same work 
and cover the same field; also that they should share 
the party funds . . . 

This, at least, seems to me to be the effect of 
the proposals embodied in the enclosed report, 
unless, indeed, it is intended to abolish altogether 
the functions of the Central Committee, and handover 
[sic] their duties solely to the National Union. 

I should be glad to know how far either of these 
schemes are contemplated in the letter you have 
written to Lord Randolph Churchi 11 . ̂^̂  

Percy defined the duties of the National Union and 

the Central Committee in such a way that their efforts 

should not overlap. Earl Percy's argument was that the 

report would lead to duplication of effort unless the goal 

^̂ P̂ercy to Salisbury, 12 March 1884, quoted in Minutes 
of the National Union of Conservative and Constitutional 
Associations 18th Annual Conference. 4-5, Bodleian Library, 
Oxford. 

353 



was the elimination of the Central Committee. This was 

one of the goals of the Fourth Party. He also clearly 

stated that both bodies were under the control of the 

leaders of the Conservative Party. 

Having presented his letter, Percy then read Lord 

Salisbury's reply. Salisbury thanked Percy for his 

letter, "which I, of course, have shown to Sir Stafford 

Northcote." Thus, once again, the Dual Control was 

defended. Salisbury and Northcote agreed that Percy's 

delineation of responsibilities for the two bodies was 

"speaking generally, accurate; and we do not think any 

change in this respect is desirable." Salisbury explained 

that the activities of the Conservative Party which had 

been done by the Whips and leaders would continue to be 

done by them and would not change even though "the 

pressure of political work in recent years has compelled 

us to solicit the assistance of some Members of Parliament 

who constitute the Central Committee." Salisbury was 

defending the control of the leadership over its usual 

work even though some of that work had been delegated by 

the leadership to a body known as the Central Committee. 

So far, Salisbury had defended the traditional 

arrangement. Then Salisbury may have made a mistake. 

Attempting to differentiate between the two bodies, 

Salisbury wrote: 
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The distinction between the functions of the two 
bodies arises in a great measure from their origin. 
The Council of the National Union represents the 
Associations which elect it; the Central Committee 
represents the leaders, by whom it is appointed. So 
far as these duties are concerned which attach, and 
have always attached, to the leaders of the party, 
and depend on their sanction, these can only be 
delegated to the gentlemen whom we appoint. In 
regard to other work which may be done for the 
advantage of the party, we are ready to give our 
advice, if asked, and to offer any assistance in our 
power, but it does not depend upon our authority. 

We believe that there is a great deal of such 
work to be done, but the report, of which you enclose 
a draft, does not appear to us to be in harmony with 
the views I have above expressed, and we cannot think 
that its adoption would be expedient.'" 

Salisbury may have thought that he had clearly 

indicated that the type of work handled by the Central 

Committee may be done only by those appointed by the 

leadership. However, the members of the Council of the 

National Union may have centered on the next sentence and 

understood it to mean that the National Union did not need 

the authority of the leadership to do good work for the 

Conservative Party. Salisbury had already indicated that 

the Council of the National Union was responsible only to 

the Associations that elected it. Finally, Salisbury 

stopped short of condemning the report, referring to it as 

"not in harmony with" the views of the leadership and 

indicating that the adoption of the report "would not be 

expedient." 

'̂ Ŝal isbury to Percy, 14 March 1884, quoted in Minutes 
of the 18th Conference. 5. 
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After reading the two letters to the Council, Lord 

Percy moved a resolution to the effect. 

That the Council of the National Union having 
considered the report of the Organization Committee, 
and Lord Salisbury's letters bearing upon it, is of 
opinion that the recommendations of the Committee 
would not tend to secure a united, harmonious, and 
efficient organization of the Conservative party in 
the United Kingdom, and decline to adopt it.^* 

Despite the attempts by Percy and Salisbury to kill the 

report. Earl Percy's motion was defeated by a vote of 

nineteen to fourteen. The report was then adopted by a 

vote of nineteen to seven. 

Perhaps the passing of the report could best be 

explained by a letter that J. Satchel 1 Hopkins sent to 

Lord Salisbury: 

It would have been impossible not to have passed the 
report. The entire rejection moved by Earl Percy 
would have caused (had there been no middle course) a 
larger and more decided party split than its 
adoption. I am absolutely and stedfastly [sic] loyal 
to yourself my Lord and Sir Stafford H. Northcote as 
our Party Leaders and I have stated so most openly. 
I have too told Lord Randolph very plainly that in my 
opinion perfect party cooperation and cohesion are 
essential to our Party success and I am only to be 
depended upon in that direction. . . . 

I have some difficulty in continuing my letter 
but with the greatest respect I should like to say, 
that I think you are misinformed as to there being 
"jealousy of the Central Comee." 

As far as I can understand it, having joined the 
Natl Union Council this year only, the feeling rather 
is that the Central Comee is practically inactive in 
Country organisation, stimulating local Associations, 

'^*Minutes of the 18th Conference, 6 
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aidlng'the'^lor^'^^"^ Promising election funds, 
aiding the local press and perfecting election 
machinery Yet it is felt that no more important 
subjects demand the serious attention ^f ^ ^"^ 
Headquarters Can any thing be done to remove this 

th«n^?I°h -^'^i '^ '^ possible to do any thing Jore 
than IS being done to promote the above objects.'^^ 

Hopkins had wanted to avoid a split in the 

Conservative Party. He was no rebel and recognized both 

Salisbury and Northcote as the leaders of the party. But 

even this party loyalist felt that changes had to be made 

to the organization of the party. The members of the 

Conservative Party outside of London felt that they were 

ignored when their votes were not needed for a general 

election. As respectful as Hopkins was, he wanted 

changes. Another point that must be made was that 

Salisbury had begun the correspondence. Hopkins began his 

letter by writing, "I am greatly obliged as well as much 

honoured by your letter of the 13th Inst. I hope that the 

result of the Council meeting of the National Union on 

Friday, which too was the direct consequence of your 

letter to me, was satisfactory to you."'̂ ^ Salisbury had 

tried to influence this Council member. Hopkins had tried 

to help. After the passage of the report, he had moved 

that the Organization Committee be required to take the 

'̂ Ĵ. Satchell Hopkins to Salisbury, 16 March 1884, 
Hatfield House Papers. 

'̂ Îbid. 
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report and the correspondence from Lord Salisbury and 

consult with Northcote and Salisbury concerning the best 

way to carry out the plans in the report. Hopkins hoped 

that the resolution pleased Lord Salisbury. Apparently, 

the resolution did not please Lord Salisbury. 

G. C. T. Bartley sent the following letter to Lord 

Randolph Churchill from the Conservative Central Office: 

In view of the report which has been adopted by 
the Council of the National Union Lord Salisbury and 
Sir Stafford Northcote think it desirable that the 
Central Committee and the National Union should work 
with separate establishments in order that there may 
be no misapprehension as to the responsibility to 
which the action taken by either of the two bodies is 
to be referred -

It will therefore be necessary that the National 
Union should take steps for the provision of separate 
offices and I should be much obliged to you to let me 
know when that has been done and when it will be 
convienant [sic] to you that the necessary 
arrangements should be made for transferring the 
books & papers belonging to the National Union. 

I am my Lord 
Your obedt.serv. 
George C.T. Bartley^^' 

This "notice to quit" message reached Churchill on 

the eighteenth of March. On that day, Michael Hicks Beach 

presented Churchill with another message from the leaders 

137G C T Bartley to Churchill, 17 March 1884, 
Churchi'll Papers, Cambridge, Add. Ms. 9248/2/320. A copy 
of the letter is also found in "Extract from Minutes of the 
Council meeting of April 4th 1884," Churchill Papers, 
Cambridge, Add. Ms. 9248/3/342. 
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of the Tory Party. The second message was more 

informative: 

C o u n J l ^ f thf M''^'''" ?^ ^°'^ ^ ^"^ Sir S.N. that the Council of the National Union were acting in a 

w ^ f Hu! toT^^^S'T^^ ^̂ "̂̂  ̂ "^ ^^^ C^^tral Committee was due to Lord R.C.'s private letter to Lord S 
If It IS the wish of the National Union to co

operate heartily for objects of common interest. Lord 
S and Sir S.N. have no other wish but to give all the 
assistance in their power. 

II 
There are portions of the Report which seem to them 
inconsistent with this cooperation: and therefore 
they cannot accept the Report. Nor could they confer 
with the National Union as to the best means of 
carrying out a Report which they cannot accept. But 
it will always give them much pleasure to meet the 
Chairman, and Vice-Chair of the National Union to 
discuss any matter of interest to the party, arising 
from Lord Salisbury's letter, or from any other 
cause. 

Ill 
The National Union may take one of two positions: 

(A) It may rely on the mandate of the 
Associations which elect it. In this case it is quite 
independent, but it had better occupy different 
offices to avoid any confusion of responsibility. If 
it is independent. Lord S and Sir S.N. clearly cannot 
be responsible for any of its proceedings, or, 

(B) It may adopt the other position of acting 
in harmony with and under the guidance of the 
Leaders. In such a case a separation of 
establishments would be unnecessary: but in such a 
case, it must conform itself to any opinions of the 
Leaders duly intimated to it. It is open to the 
Union to adopt either attitude: and neither need 
involve any antagonism among members of the party. 
All communications between the Leaders and the Union 
as indeed all communications between members of the 
same party on party matters must be held to be 
privileged and under no circumstances liable to 
publ ication.'^^ 

^^^"Remarks to be read by Sir M. Beach to Lord R. 
Churchill," 18 March 1884, found among the Beach 
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Michael Hicks Beach sent a report of his interview 

with Churchill to Lord Salisbury. Beach had given the 

message to Churchill and left him with it. Lord Randolph 

showed the message to Gorst. Beach wrote: 

J^fJl^^^^^ ^̂ "̂ ® ^° '"®' a^d said that he had 
hoped that Bartley's letter would have been 
withdrawn: but that as it was not withdrawn he 
considered he ought to communicate it to the Council 
of the National Union: and that he had done so 
accordingly, by a circular sent round to the members 
this evening. . . . 

I told him, that, as to any withdrawal of 
Bartley's letter, I thought it was obvious from the 
paper I had given him that, if the National Union 
were prepared to accept the position defined in (B), 
that letter necessarily fell to the ground. He 
replied, that he was not prepared entirely to accept 
that position: for though admitting that the National 
Union must act under the general guidance of the 
leaders of the party, he thought the words "conform 
itself to any opinions of the leaders" went too far: 
and that a popularly elected body like the Union must 
have more independence than a nominated "Central 
Committee" had possessed.^^^ 

The controversy between the Council of the National 

Union (really the Fourth Party rather than the full 

correspondence at Hatfield House. Robert Rhodes James 
misidentified this letter as the one sent from Bartley on 
the seventeenth. See James, Lord Randolph Churchill, 144. 
Feuchtwanger, in Disraeli. Democracy and the Tory Party. 
179, n. 31, referred the reader to the draft of the letter 
in the James book and also thought the letter was from 
Bartley. Possibly Feuchtwanger relied on the research of 
James. Foster also referred to the Bartley letter when he 
paraphrased the letter given to Beach. See Foster, Lord 
Randolph Churchi11 . 142. Quite possibly Foster also relied 
on the research of James. 

^̂ M̂ichael Hicks Beach to Salisbury, 18 March 1884, 
Hatfield House Papers. 
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Council) and the leaders of the Conservative Party, 

continued throughout March. Meetings were held with 

various participants and letters flew back and forth. At 

several times, a compromise seemed likely but failed to be 

consummated. On April 1, Salisbury sent a letter in the 

name of the party leadership that seemed to promise an 

agreement until the last paragraph when some new demands 

were made: 

To ensure complete unity of action we think it 
desirable that the Whips of the Party should sit, ex 
officio, on the Council, and should have a right to 
be present at the meetings of all Committees. Such 
an arrangement would be a security against any 
unintentional divergencies of policy, and would lend 
weight to the proceedings of the Union. Business 
relating to candidates should remain entirely with 
the Central Committee. On the assumption which we 
are now to make, that the action of the two bodies 
will be harmonious, a separation of establishments 
will not be necessary—unless business should 
largely increase. There is some advantage 
undoubtedly in their working under a common roof for 
it is difficult to distinguish between their 
functions so accurately but that the need of mutual 
assistance and communication will constantly be 
felt. m 

Lord Randolph reacted quite violently at what he 

considered to be the addition of new issues to a 

controversy supposedly on the verge of a settlement. 

Churchill's reply was savage: 

*̂°Sal isbury to Churchill, 1 April 1884, copy. 
Papers, BL Add. Ms. 49688, fol. 65. 
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I have laid your letter of the 1st instant in 
which you indicate your reconsidered views and those 
of Sir Stafford Northcote concerning the position and 
functions of the National Union of Conservative 
Associations before the Organisation Committee 
[actually only before Gorst, Cotter, and Burnaby]. 

It is quite clear to us that in the letters we 
have from time to time addressed to you and in the 
conversations which we have had the honour of holding 
with you on this subject, we have hopelessly failed 
to convey to your mind anything like an appreciation 
either of the significance of the movement which the 
National Union commenced at Birmingham in October 
last, or of the unfortunate effect which a neglect or 
a repression of that movement by the leaders of the 
Party would have upon the Conservative cause.̂ *̂  

Churchill stated that the message behind the 

Birmingham resolution was that the old methods of party 

organization were obsolete and would not appeal to the 

masses. Every slight or insult or shift in opinion was 

reheated and served again. Churchill then attacked the 

addition of the Whips to the Council: 

Finally, in order that the Council of the 
National Union may be completely and forever reduced 
to its ancient condition of dependence on and 
servility to certain irresponsible persons who find 
favour in your eyes, you demand that the Whips of the 
Party . . . should sit ex officio on the Council with 
a right of being present at the meetings of all 
committees. 

With respect to the last demand we think it 
right to state for the information of your Lordship, 
that under the rules and constitution of the National 
Union, the Council have no power whatever to comply 
with this instruction. The council are elected at 
the Annual Conference and have no power to add to 
their number. All that they can do is that in the 
event of a vacancy occurring among the members they 

1*̂ Churchill to Salisbury, 2 April 1884, Balfour Papers, 
BL Add. Ms. 49688, fol. 67. 
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have the power by co-optation to fill up the 
vacancy. '*̂  

In typical fashion, Churchill ended with a threat of 

what would occur if the National Union was reduced to "its 

former make-belief and impotent position: in that case we 

shall know what steps to take to clear ourselves of all 

responsibility . . ."̂ *̂  

The leadership attempted to end the controversy at 

the Eighteenth Annual Conference of the National Union 

held at Sheffield on July 23, 1884. Both the Fourth Party 

and the "loyalists" had circulated lists of those they 

desired to see elected to the Council for the coming year. 

Earl Percy brought before the Conference every slight he 

had suffered from his removal from the Chair of the 

Organization Committee to the latest squabbles. Percy 

produced letter after letter to trace various 

disagreements before the public. The irony of it all was 

that the leadership had feared that Churchill would wash 

the Conservative linen in public. Instead, the supporters 

of the Tory leadership brought the controversy to the 

attention of the public in detail. The promise of a hotly 

contested election brought out the Associations. While 

ninety-seven Associations were represented at the 

*̂2lbid. 

*̂3lbid. 
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Birmingham Conference in 1883, 234 Associations sent 

representatives to the Sheffield Conference. 

When the votes were tallied, the Fourth Party had a 

small majority on the Council. Churchill was sure to be 

reelected to the Chairmanship. But his supporters were 

not enough to run roughshod over the Council. Churchill 

sought an agreement. Salisbury was also ready for unity 

in the party ranks. Support for the Gladstone Government 

seemed to be weakening. A general election loomed in the 

future. Churchill's abilities on the platform might soon 

be needed. Above all else, the Conservative Party must 

appear to be united. On July 26, an understanding was 

reached. Salisbury informed Northcote of the terms: 

I have had to act in your absence about the 
National Union. I trust you will not disapprove of 
what I have done-but I think it is according to 
your aims. 

Proposals, to put it shortly, here made by 
Randolph 
1. That Beach should be made chairman of the N. U. 
2. That Balfour, Akers-Douglas, and Gorst should be 

V. chairmen. 
3. That Bartlett should be treasurer. 
4. That I should give this council a dinner on 

Thursday. 
5. That these things being agreed to R. C. was 

willing to fall into line, and finally be 
conformable. 
These proposals came to me through various 

channels-Wolff-Balfour-Beach-and finally R. C. 
himself. They seemed to me to be advantageous and 
to be practically a confession on his part that he 
was not master in the Council-and that he was 
indisposed to continue the struggle. It was 
necessary to do this at once-for the dinner on 
Thursday is an integral part of the plan-and it was 
necessary to issue the invitations today. I do not 
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want to add any more to the burdens you have to bear-
but If you are able to come on Thursday, it will be 
a very great addition.'** 

A letter from Gorst revealed some more of the 

agreement. "Altogether we have gained very substantial 

successes: we have destroyed the Central Committee: we 

have revolutionized party management: and defeated the 

leaders in their attempt at Sheffield to suppress us."'*̂  

The Central Committee was to be dissolved. Another result 

of the peace agreements was that the Primrose League would 

be recognized by the leadership. Both Salisbury and 

Northcote joined the Primrose League. 

The Fourth Party kept its part of the Sheffield pact. 

Gorst, Wolff, and Churchill worked to bring down the 

Gladstone Government. On June 9, 1885, the Liberals fell 

over an amendment to the budget. Now the Conservatives 

had an opportunity to form a government. The Queen, 

despite her 1881 promise to Sir Stafford Northcote, sent 

for Lord Salisbury. The leader of the Conservative Party 

was chosen by the summons of the Queen. Accepting the 

challenge of forming a government, Salisbury set about to 

build his Cabinet. 

'**Sal isbury to Northcote, 26 July 1884, Iddesleigh 
Papers, BL Add. Ms. 50020. 

'*̂ Gorst to Churchill, 27 July 1884, Churchill Papers, 
Cambridge, Add. Ms. 9248/4/455. 
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Churchill was considered to be an essential part of 

that Conservative Government. But Churchill's price would 

be high. Churchill had demands to be met before he would 

consent to serve in the Cabinet of the new Ministry. 

Northcote must be removed from the House of Commons. 

Eventually, Northcote was given the title of Earl of 

Iddesleigh. Churchill also fought for rewards for the 

other members of the Fourth Party. John Eldon Gorst 

became the Solicitor-General and was knighted. Typically, 

Gorst felt that he deserved a higher position but he had 

too many enemies and too few friends. Sir Henry Drummond 

Wolff was made a Privy Councilor and served on several 

diplomatic missions. Lord Randolph Churchill was given 

the India Office. In the end, the Fourth Party rebels 

became part of the establishment. 
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CHAPTER VIII 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

Sometimes the major impression given by the Fourth 

Party was that its members were engaged in a political 

game. Certainly, that was the way Lady Randolph Churchill 

remembered the early years: 

Those years (1880-84) of political activity when 
the Fourth Party was at its zenith, were full of 
excitement and interest for me. Our house became the 
rendezvous of all shades of politicians. Many were 
the plots and plans which were hatched in my presence 
by the Fourth Party, who, notwithstanding the 
seriousness of their endeavors, found time to laugh 
heartily and often at their own frustrated 
machinations. How we used to chaff about the 
"goats," as we called the ultra-Tories and followers 
of Sir Stafford Northcote! Great was to be their 
fall and destruction.' 

However, if a game it was, the stakes were very high. 

For the participants, their political careers were the 

wager. The fall of Sir Stafford Northcote involved an 

elevation into the peerage and obscurity. As Earl of 

Iddesleigh, his place would be in the House of Lords where 

he would rank behind Salisbury, the recognized leader not 

only of the Conservative Party but also of Conservatives 

in the House of Lords. No longer would Northcote direct 

the policy of the Conservatives in one of the Houses of 

Parliament. The possibility of Northcote leading the 

'Mrs. George Cornwal1is-West, Reminiscences, 124-125. 
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Conservative Party as Disraeli's successor evaporated. 

Great indeed was his fall and destruction. In this 

respect, the Fourth Party did have a hand in shaping the 

course of the Conservative Party. Lord Salisbury's 

consequent rise to sole leadership of the Conservatives 

owed something to the machinations of the Fourth Party. 

The political machinery of the Conservative Party was 

also affected by the Fourth Party. The Central Committee 

was disbanded as part of the agreement that ended the 

controversy over the National Union. The body that Gorst 

viewed with disdain and disgust was no more. But the 

Fourth Party's stirring of the pot led to some other 

changes as well. The Conservative leadership became aware 

of the potential for good or evil in the National Union. 

To ensure that a coup similar to that engineered by the 

Fourth Party never occurred again, a Whip and the 

Principal Agent were made officers of the National Union. 

Not only was the official leadership thus represented on 

the Council, but the policy of co-optation was ended. All 

thirty-six members of the Council of the National Union 

were to be elected at the Annual Conferences. The 

possibility of a determined faction gaining a slight 

majority on the Council and then co-opting a gang of 

supporters to control the Council was foiled. 

^McKenzie, British PolHtir;.l Parties, 173-174 and 
Feuchtwanger, Disraeli, nomocracy, and the Tory Party, ib/ 
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As for the Principal Agent of the Conservative Party, 

that agent would be a paid professional, thanks to John 

Eldon Gorst. The "independence" that Gorst so prized was 

done away. Principal Agents would be salaried employees 

working for the Conservatives under the supervision of the 

Whips. The future Principal Agents would not be Members 

of Parliament, also thanks to Gorst. But under 

Salisbury's leadership, the role of Principal Agent was 

greatly expanded. Captain Richard Middleton became the 

Principal Agent. Middleton has been described as "the 

ideal party agent."^ He had direct access to Salisbury. 

He brought together the three main bodies of the 

Conservative Party. He dominated the Council of the 

National Union as an honorary secretary. As Principal 

Agent, he directed the day-to-day affairs of the Central 

Office. With his access to Salisbury, the parliamentary 

members of the Tory Party paid attention to his 

suggestions. This vision of the organization under 

Middleton closely resembles that of the modern 

Conservative Party.* But Salisbury was simply tying up 

the loose ends to control loose cannons. If the Fourth 

Party did not in itself create these changes in the 

organization, the possibility of another such group did. 

feuchtwanger, Disraeli. Democracy and the Tory Party 
166. 

*McKenzie, British Political Parties, 179. 
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The Fourth Party could claim responsibility for the 

creation of the Primrose League. The organization 

performed invaluable volunteer assistance to the 

Conservative Party. The founders of the Primrose League 

could rightfully be proud of its service as canvassers of 

constituencies and conveyers of voters. But the League 

broke ground as a Conservative national organization that 

enlisted and used women as political activists. The role 

of the Primrose League for the indoctrination of Tory 

principles and patriotism in the young must not be 

forgotten. Nor should the attempts of the League to cross 

class barriers to democratize a rather elitist political 

party be ignored. The League could also boast of its 

programs for family units. The Primrose League was an 

early supporter of families and family outings. 

Certainly, the League helped to launch the political 

careers of many aspiring Conservative politicians, 

including Winston Churchill. Unfortunately, the members 

of the Fourth Party did not long maintain their active 

relationships with the Primrose League. The League grew 

far beyond the vision of its Fourth Party creators and 

outlived them. 

During the active years of the Fourth Party, Lord 

Randolph Churchill became the most dynamic of the 

Conservative platform speakers. Lord Rosebery, a Liberal, 

wrote that Churchill could draw an audience as large as 
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that of Gladstone. But the Fourth Party had also learned 

how to manipulate the press. Churchill was known to 

provide the press with a transcript of his speeches before 

the speeches were delivered. The Fourth Party developed 

relationships with the editors of some of the major papers 

and certainly caught the eyes of several of the important 

journalists such as O'Connor, Escott, Chenery, and Lucy, 

providing them with interesting items to fill their 

columns. Churchill even invaded those entertainment 

palaces of the common man, the Victorian music halls, for 

free publicity. 

Yet the question still remains how a clique of four 

and then of three could stir up such a fuss not only in 

Parliament among the Liberals, and perhaps even more among 

their Conservatives colleagues, but also in the 

Conservative Party outside of Parliament. Part of the 

answer lay in the make-up on the Fourth Party. W. S. 

Caine, the Radical representative for Scarsborough, said 

that "the combination of Foreign Policy in Drummond Wolff, 

law in Gorst, morals and culture in Arthur [Balfour], and 

infinite cheek and a certain power of speech in Randolph, 

was the most perfect one that could be got." 

Another segment of the answer was found in the hope 

for change that the Fourth Party embodied, rightly or 

^Lady Frances Balfour, M^ nhliviscaris Pinna Forget 

vol. 1, 441. 
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wrongly. Many of the new and some of the old 

Conservatives longed for a party that welcomed the changes 

that democracy was bringing to British politics. The 

Conservative Party by nature was opposed to change. But 

change was coming. The type and class of men running for 

positions in the House of Commons were changing. 

To those longing for innovation, the Fourth Party 

represented a possible change in attitude, an awakening to 

the possibilities of a Conservative Party with a much 

wider power base. One of the new breed of Conservatives, 

Byron Reed, appealed to Churchill for help. Reed wanted 

to represent Colchester in a parliamentary election. He 

asked Lord Randolph to recommend him to the Colchester 

Conservative Association. Churchill received the 

following reply: 

With reference to your letter of the 18th inst. 
I can only say that Mr. Byron Reed's name will be 
fully considered with others by the Committee 
specially appointed to go into the question of a 
candidate. 

As a paid lecturer of the Association I should 
have thought that he was hardly able financially to 
manage it, but as to this he could of course be 
consulted.- I must admit, privately, that he is 
hardly up to my ideal, of what a Member of Parliament 
should be, altho' I am bound to admit that I think 
that the day is arriving when they will have to be 
chosen from a lower position than heretofore. 

The author of the letter, Mr. Howard, was the Vice-

Ŵ. Howard to Churchill, 21 February 1884, Churchill 
Papers, Cambridge, Add. Ms. 9248/4/451. 
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Chairman of the Colchester Conservative Association. 

Reed's financial situation was a valid concern. 

Candidates were expected to contribute to their election 

campaign. Then, too, Members of Parliament were not paid 

for their services. Reed would have to support himself as 

well as attend to his duties in Parliament. But even 

Howard recognized that a time was coming when social and 

political pressures would lead to candidates being chosen 

"from a lower position." 

Churchill showed Howard's letter, marked "Private," 

to Reed. Reed continued the correspondence with 

Churchi11: 

I thank you very much for so kindly letting me 
have a "private view" of the enclosed letter, and you 
may depend upon my respecting your confidence. 
[Hopefully, Reed had a greater respect for Lord 
Randolph's confidence than Lord Randolph had for Mr. 
Howard's.] 

I do not know what is Mr. Howard's "ideal of a 
Member of Parliament, but I think I can guess. Like 
most country lawyers, he probably imagines that a 
long purse and perennial willingness to be bled, 
coupled with no obtrusive or "extreme" political 
views, are the chief requisites. Given these, . . . 
it matters very little whether the member has either 
the capacity or the willingness to work ^^rJ)'\s 
constituents & his country. Such an ideal did duty 
at Colchester in years gone by, with the very natural 
result of handing over both seats to the Radical 
party at the last General Election. 

Mr. Howard's views on the subject of a paid 
Lecturer" are candid but vague. If ^ % f ll^^^^^^^^^^s 
am a hanger-on to the Conservative party for Purposes 
of pay, he is wrong. If he thinks that I am not too 
rich nir too proud to accept l^^lJ^'^lZTl\7.l 
honestly done, he is right In ^^^^J^^^^^'^^ 
been paid-and, I think, badly paid-for some of my 
conservative work. . . • 
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To the imputation that I am poor, I must plead 
guilty-only qualifying the admission by the plea 
that the crime is without premeditation! But I am 
inclined to agree with Mr. Howard when he says 
that M. P.'s upon the Conservative side will have 
to be chosen from a "lower" order of men than 
heretofore. May I be there to see'' 

This was the kind of Conservative to whom the Fourth 

Party appealed. These Conservatives wanted a national 

sounding board and the Fourth Party could supply that. 

That did not mean that they agreed entirely with all 

positions or actions of the Fourth Party. But the Fourth 

Party seemed more progressive that the traditional leaders 

of the Conservatives. Reed's letter reflected the 

struggle between the borough Conservatives and the county 

Conservatives. Time was on the side of the borough 

Conservatives, but it would be a hard-fought battle. 

How committed, then, was the Fourth Party to Tory 

Democracy and social reform? The answer was rather 

disappointing. Wilfred Blunt once questioned Churchill 

about his definition of Tory Democracy and running for 

Parliament as a Tory Democrat. Churchill replied, 

•You ask me to tell you in two words what it is. 
That is a question I am always in a fright lest some 
one should put to me publicly. To tell the truth, I 
don't know myself what Tory Democracy is, but I 

Ĥ. Byron Reed to Churchill, 5 August 1884, Churchill 
Papers, Cambridge, Add. Ms. 9248/4/462. 
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believe it is principally opportunism. Say you are a 
Tory Democrat, and that will do.'^ 

Blunt also said that when Churchill held office. Blunt 

asked him if he had a program to improve the lives of the 

poor. Churchill replied that he did not but that 

Salisbury had. Yet Blunt believed that Churchill 

genuinely sympathized with the working classes.^ But 

probably what Churchill meant by "Tory Democracy" was the 

right of the working class voters to elect Conservatives 

to represent them. 

The only member of the Fourth Party who seemed to 

come down through history as a true advocate of Tory 

Democracy was that curmudgeon. Sir John Eldon Gorst. He 

actually seemed to believe that much proclaimed Fourth 

Party adage, "Trust the People!" Later, he left the 

Conservative Party and ran as a Radical, which seemed 

appropriate. 

The Fourth Party was more important as a catalyst 

than as a movement. Where the Fourth Party went, change 

happened. Some comments that Lady Frances Balfour made 

about Randolph Churchill applied almost as well to the 

Fourth Party: 

^Wilfred Scawen Blunt, "Randolph Churchill: A Personal 
Recollection," The Nineteenth Century 59 (January-June, 
1906): 407. 

^Ibid. 
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Randolph s IS an extraordinary career. Beneath 
contempt as a Statesman, and here lies the weakness 
as to his influence being a lasting one. As a man ' 
fighting solely for his political position 
marvelously clever. It is one of the things worth 
living for, to see how the Party will manage him, and 
what will be his end.'" 

The Conservative Party absorbed the Fourth Party. 

Every member was employed in Salisbury's first ministry. 

The Fourth Party was disbanded. In Salisbury's second 

ministry, Gorst was again offered the position of 

Solicitor-General but only under the condition that he 

agree to retire from Parliament when the first judgeship 

became vacant. Gorst refused the appointment under those 

conditions. Gorst continued to serve Conservative 

ministries in minor capacities until 1902 when he retired. 

He continued to serve in Parliament until 1906 and died in 

1916. 

Churchill became Conservative leader in the House of 

Commons and Chancellor of the Exchequer. In an attempt to 

demand his own way. Lord Randolph offered his resignation 

to Lord Salisbury in December of 1886. Much to his 

surprise, his resignation was quickly accepted. Churchill 

never again held a position in a Conservative Government. 

He died in 1895. 

'̂ Lady Frances Balfour to Gerald Balfour, 7 April 1884, 
in Ne Obiiviscaris, 428. 
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Sir Henry Drummond Wolff served the British 

government until 1900 when he retired at the age of 

seventy. Sir Henry's duties usually kept him out of 

Britain and he had left Parliament in 1888. Eight years 

after retirement, he, too, passed away. 

Arthur James Balfour served his country in many 

capacities, including President of the Board of Trade and 

Irish Secretary. He became Prime Minister of Great 

Britain in 1902, succeeding his uncle. Thus, Balfour 

became a Statesman. In 1905, Balfour resigned as Prime 

Minister and the party lost the General Election of 1906. 

In 1911, he resigned as the leader of the Conservative 

Party, dying in 1930. 

Although the Conservative Party disbanded and 

absorbed the Fourth Party, the Conservative Party did not 

escape unscathed. The Fourth Party, by its energy and 

determination and scheming, left its mark on the modern 

Conservative Party. By design, by accident, and by 

reaction, the Fourth Party helped shape modern British 

Conservatism. The small band that made up the Fourth 

Party made life a little more interesting in its age and 

in this one. 
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