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THE OWNERS OF WENTWORTH 

WOODHOUSE 

 

We do not like to speak ill of the dead; and the obituaries reproduced below are in 

uncritical; but there may be a good case for taking a benign view of the lords of 

Wentworth1 during the period of our study.  They were well thought of, not only by 

their servants and employees (who might have been expected to express a 

favourable opinion), but by the general public.  As politicians, with a seat in the 

House of Lords, while their sons were often members of the House of Commons, 

they were liberal and progressive; but they were also thought of as philanthropists 

and generous landlords.2 

 However, this rosy picture does need some qualification.  First, these great 

aristocrats were Whigs rather than Tories, and then Liberals, rather than 

Conservatives; but they never went so far as to support Radicals in the mould of 

John Wilkes, let alone revolutionaries like Tom Paine, and they were deeply opposed 

to the Sheffield Corresponding Society in the 1790s, and the Chartists in the 1830s.  

 Nor did they like the idea of democracy.  They stood for limited monarchy, 

representative government, and the Protestant Succession. 3  True, the 4th Earl 

Fitzwilliam favoured Catholic Emancipation, and even resigned his office of Lord 

Lieutenant of Ireland in 1795 on this issue, just as his son resigned as Lord 

Lieutenant of the West Riding of Yorkshire in 1819, in protest against the excessive 

use of excessive violence by the authorities at ‘Peterloo’;4 but neither was above 

using the militia himself when the occasion arose; and by the time the Great Reform 

Act of 1832 was progressing through Parliament, the 4th Earl had decided that he 

was against it, or at least, was not prepared to vote for it. 

 Further, benevolent landlordism had its limits, both in England and more 

especially in Ireland.  The Earls Fitzwilliam made generous payments in kind to 

their agricultural tenants in Wentworth, and paid good wages to their miners in 

Elsecar and elsewhere.  Likewise, they treated all their workers well in terms of 

conditions at work, and in the provision of housing; but they did so in a spirit of 

paternalism which did not favour the growth of Trade Unionism, or later of the 

Labour Party.  Ultimately, the Earl was master, and wanted to remain so.  He did not 

                                                           
1 By which I mean the two Marquises of Rockingham and the 4th to the 8th Earls Fitzwilliam. 
2 For only one example of philanthropy, see the photos reproduced here of the Almshouses at Barrow. 
3 Contrast for example, Francis Hurt Sitwell of Renishaw Hall (1776-93), who was a Jacobite.  Contrast 

also the owners of Wentworth Castle near Barnsley, the 1st and 2nd Earls of Strafford in the Jacobite 

Peerage. 
4 See Mee (1975), 12 
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want his workers deciding things for themselves, or organising, let alone 

encouraging others to withdraw their labour.  Lastly, the vast Fitzwilliam estates in 

Ireland presented the Earls with problems of a wholly different magnitude, where 

English solutions were always likely to be overtaken by Irish nationalism; and it was 

this which caused the Fitzwilliams to break with the Liberal Party in 1886, when 

Gladstone adopted the cause of Home Rule for Ireland, as a means of pacifying that 

country, thereby allying himself with the Parnell’s Irish party.  The Fitzwilliams 

could not stomach this, and they became first Liberal-Unionists, and then 

Conservatives. 

 

 

 

THE 2ND MARQUIS OF ROCKINGHAM, 1750-1782 

The obituary for the 2nd Marquis in Saunders's News-Letter for Tuesday 9 July 1782 

read as follows: 

The most noble Charles Watson Wentworth, Marquis of Rockingham Earl of 

Malton, Viscount Higham of Higham Ferrars, Baron Rockingham of 

Rockingham, and of Worth and Harrowden in England, and of Malton in 

Ireland, who died on Monday, was born on the 13 May 1730.  He took his seat 

in the English parliament on the decease of his father Thomas, the first 

Marquis of Rockingham, on the 22nd of May1751; and on July 9th following, 

was continued lord lieutenant and custos rotulorum5 of the North and West 

Ridings of the County of York by the late king, to whom he was one of the 

lords of the bedchamber, in which posts he was continued by his majesty, at 

whose coronation, Sept. 22, 1761, as deputy to the duke of Norfolk (lord of the 

manor of Worksop) he presented him with a right hand glove before his 

receiving the sceptre with the cross from the archbishop of Canterbury, and 

afterwards occasionally supported his majesty's right hand. He was elected 

knight of the garter, with earl Temple, on February 4, 1760, and installed on 

May 6 following.  

 His lordship in 1763 resigned his offices of lord of the bedchamber,, 

lord lieutenant and custos rotulorum of the aforesaid Riding of Yorkshire, on 

account of the system of the earl of Bute; but he was appointed first Lord of 

the Treasury, in the room of the right hon. George Grenville, on July 20, 1765, 

and was again appointed lord lieutenant of the West Riding of Yorkshire, etc., 

and during this administration, the characteristic of which was the repeal of 

the Stamp Act, he displayed “such sound principles, such an enlargement of 

mind, such clear and sagacious sense, and such unshaken fortitude, as to bind 

                                                           
5 Keeper of the Rolls. 
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a most extensive and honourable party [of] men, by an inviolable attachment 

to him from that time forward”.  

 Mr. Burke,6 who describes the conduct and circumstances of this great 

measure, concludes in the following words. “The question of the repeal was 

brought in by the ministry in the committee of the House of Commons, at the 

very instant when it was known that more than one court negotiation was 

carrying on with the heads the opposition. Everything upon every side was 

full of traps and mines. Earth below shook; Heaven above menaced; all the 

elements of ministerial safety dissolved. It was in the midst this chaos of plots 

and counterplots; it was in the midst of this complicated warfare against 

public opposition and private treachery, that the firmness of that noble person 

(Rockingham) was put to the proof. He never stirred from his ground no, not 

an inch. He remained fixed and in principle, in measure, and in conduct. He 

secured no retreat. He sought no apology.”  

 The intrigues of that faction, which were then in opposition, growing 

violent, the marquis resigned his place as first lord of the treasury on August 

1, 1766 and during the whole of the ministry of the different men who 

resumed the coercion, he acted a zealous and decisive part but [un]happily 

for this country, neither the influence of truth nor policy were able to resist, or 

turn aside, the impetuous torrent of that mad system, which bore down the 

constitution and all before it; and was not terminated until it had well nigh 

involved the Empire in irreparable ruin.  

 The noble marquis was, on the late important revolution,7 called again 

the place of first lord of the treasury and to the great and alarming misfortune 

of his country, they are thus suddenly deprived of his services, when their 

consequences and value were just beginning to be felt.  

  

 Note the centrality of the American problem to the career of the 2nd Marquis, 

who was the only one in our group who became First Lord of the Treasury (in other 

words, Prime Minister).  America is likewise central to the fulsome tributes paid to 

the Marquis in the Rockingham Mausoleum, which inter alia mention that he left: 

 

No fields of blood by laurels ill repaid, 

No plundered provinces disturb his shade. 

 
 The background to Rockingham’s career in politics is that, in his day, the 

landed aristocracy controlled Parliament, including the House of Commons, through 

                                                           
6 Edmund Burke, 1729-97, MP for various constituencies between 1765 and 1794, acted as 

Rockingham’s secretary; he supported the American Revolution, but famously opposed the French 

Revolution of 1789, as early as 1791; and is now regarded as one of the fathers of modern 

Conservatism, along with Disraeli.  
7 The American Revolution, following the Declaration of Independence in 1776, which led to the War 

of Independence, 1776-1783. 
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its control of ‘rotten boroughs’ and its connections with the gentry; and Rockingham 

was the leader of the Whigs, who had been in the driving seat since 1714, when 

Prince George of Hanover became King of Great Britain.  However, it is misleading 

to think that there was a modern ‘two-party’ system, where political parties are 

tightly organised and the Prime Minister is the leader of the largest party in the 

House of Commons.  Neither of these features of the contemporary scene at 

Westminster were present in the 18th century.  Rockingham was only ever leader of 

his own group of Whigs, and his two short governments of 1767 and 1782 were 

coalitions.  The figures for the House of Commons in 1767 are revealing: 

 

Rockingham Whigs       67 MPs 

‘King’s Friends’             73 

Bute’s followers             43 

Chatham’s followers     72 

Tories                             73 

 

 The Rockingham Whigs had been, to say the least, disturbed in 1760, when 

George II died and was succeeded by George III.  Dan Cruickshank gives us the 

traditional Whig view of the matter: 

 

The 2nd Marquis perceived in George III a wayward and autocratic 

propensity that threatened, if fanned by the power-eager Tories, a slide back 

towards a form of arbitrary monarchy largely ungoverned by parliamentary 

democracy.  

  

 In 1762, Rockingham resigned his post of Lord of the Bedchamber. 

Nowadays, one is inclined to think ‘big deal’; but George III was not just a figure-

head, he was more like the President of the USA, than a modern day British 

monarch: he ruled as well as reigned, being the head of the executive branch of 

government, and commander in chief of the armed forces.  And George reacted very 

badly to the resignation, removing Rockingham from his offices of Lord Lieutenant 

of the West Riding of Yorkshire, Lord Lieutenant of the City and County of York, 

and Vice-Admiral of the North. Cruickshank’s conclusion was in line with what 

became the traditional Whig view of the matter: 

 

And so the fight was joined between two visions of Britain – one reactionary, 

conservative and autocratic, the other progressive, liberal and determined in 

its desire to forge a more egalitarian nation fit for the increasingly 

technological and scientific modern world.  

  

 Well, that is one point of view; but it was not the view taken by the majority 

of the House of Commons, which was that the King was entitled to change the 

established way of doing business, if he wanted to, and entitled to form an 
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Administration from his own ‘Friends’.  George III has received a ‘bad press’ in 

Britain for taking this line; but there was perhaps a good deal of ‘fake news’, as well 

as truthful reporting, then as now. 

 What was the position in the UK’s thirteen American colonies?  George III has 

had a particularly bad press there, and even now is commonly regarded as a tyrant; 

but at the time, there was little difference between his attitude, and that of the 

majority of MPs at Westminster, towards the colonists.  The political establishment 

thought that their first duty was to obey the wishes of Her Majesty’s government, of 

whatever complexion. 

 There were two flashpoints.  One was American expansion to the West, which 

the British wanted to limit.  The other was the British government’s attempt to make 

the Americans pay a fair share of the cost of defending the colonies against native 

American uprisings and the possibility of French incursions. The Americans 

protested that it was a fundamental constitutional convention that there should be 

"no taxation without representation”; and they could not accept the Tory argument 

that they were ‘virtually’ represented in the British House of Commons’, when in 

fact they had no MPs. 

 Rockingham’s stance was a conservative one.  He did not want any 

fundamental change in the relationship between the King and Parliament, or in the 

relationship between Britain and her colonies; but - as we have seen - the majority of 

the House of Commons agreed with the King; and, as a result, Rockingham spent 

most of his life in opposition.   

 Rockingham was Prime Minister for about a year in 1765-1766, and is most 

famous for presiding over the repeal of the Stamp Act.  This levied a stamp duty on 

every document in the thirteen colonies, including newspapers, which were the most 

effective at producing propaganda opposing the tax.  The cry of ‘no taxation 

without representation’ attracted widespread support in America; and the American 

‘Sons of Liberty’ were formed in 1765. They used public demonstrations, boycotts, 

violence, and threats, to ensure that the British tax laws were unenforceable. Nine 

colonies sent delegates to the Stamp Act Congress in New York City in October 1765.  

As a result of his repeal of the Stamp Act, Rockingham became a (temporary) hero in 

America; but he was only able to maintain his position at home (again temporarily) 

because his government also enacted a Declaratory Act, which provided that 

Parliament retained full power to make laws for the colonies "in all cases 

whatsoever".   Anything less would have been unacceptable to the majority in the 

House of Commons, and to George III. 

 After the repeal of the Stamp Act, and Rockingham’s fall from power in 1766, 

the British Government changed its approach.  It still wanted to raise revenue in 

America; but it now wished to do so by levying indirect taxes, or customs duties, by 

means of the Townshend Revenue Act.  This aroused equally strong feelings in 

America as the Stamp Act; and any goodwill generated by Rockingham’s repeal of 

the latter was soon dissipated.  For their part, the Rockingham Whigs might 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/No_taxation_without_representation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stamp_duty
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sons_of_Liberty
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Boycott
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stamp_Act_Congress
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_York_City
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Declaratory_Act
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sympathise with the Americans’ objectives, but did not, indeed could not approve of 

their methods (which included boycotting).      

 However, once out of power in 1766, the Rockingham Whigs stayed out until 

1782.  Rockingham reckoned there were about 170 MPs who were sympathetic to his 

point of view; but he could never quite ‘pull off’ a return to government; and indeed 

his Whigs became known as the enfants perdus – the lost children – of politics.  

Rockingham’s supporters fought the General Elections of 1768, 1774 and 1780; but 

they had no real ‘programme’ in the modern sense.  The phrase ‘His Majesty’s Loyal 

Opposition’ had no meaning then, when ‘party’ was equated by many with ‘faction’.  

Even Rockingham’s followers thought it was wrong in principle to form a ‘General 

Opposition’, dedicated to imposing its will on the King on every issue.   

 From Rockingham’s point of view, the outbreak of war with America in 1776 

was a disaster, especially as British fortunes went from bad to worse.  Lord North’s 

government disintegrated as a result and he resigned as PM when the House of 

Commons voted, by 234 to 215 in February 1781, that there should be no more 

offensives in America.  Eventually Lord Shelburne negotiated a transfer of power, 

and Rockingham saw the King.  His policy was not to accept office unless the King 

agreed to his choice of ministers and his choice of policies, including no veto on the 

independence of the Colonies, and some measure of ‘economic’ (rather than radical) 

parliamentary reform.  George III considered even this an unacceptable infringement 

on his prerogative; and there is no evidence that he conceded it.  His view was that 

Rockingham should take office and the terms could be decided later. 

 Rockingham became Prime Minister nonetheless; but it was Shelburne who 

really pulled the strings.  The Marquis was therefore in a minority in his own 

Cabinet; but in any event, he died after only fourteen weeks in office.  We are left to 

wonder about what would have happened if he had lived longer, and been a more 

skilful politician.   Would there ever have been a USA, with 50 states in the Union? 

Or was it inevitable that, sooner or later, the colonies would go their own way, given 

that ‘dominion status’ within the Empire was as yet unheard of? 

 On the whole, historians have judged Rockingham severely.  So, John B. 

Owen, whose Eighteenth Century (Nelson, 1974) was a masterly summary, wrote that 

he was: 

 

A shockingly poor speaker, an inept politician, dedicated more to the 

race-track than the Cabinet board, he originally had no clear ideas of 

importance on any political issue. 

  

 So it is said that Rockingham was a poor speaker, when oratory ruled the 

House of Commons; but did he need to be an orator, when he had Edmund Burke to 

both write and deliver the speeches?  As for being an inept politician, Rockingham’s 

abiding problem was that he did not have the confidence of George III, at a time 

when the monarch still occupied an important constitutional role.  In 1867 Walter 

Bagehot (author of the The English Constitution), characterised the UK as a republic in 
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all but name;  but this was very far from being the case in the 1760s and 1770s.  

Rockingham could do little without George III’s support.  Moreover, we have always 

to remember that Rockingham was the leader of a political party, before the idea of 

‘party’ became respectable, and at a time when the parties, such as they were, were 

not tightly organised, and there were no Whips. Indeed, it has been pointed out that 

he did not even know how many MPs could be relied on to follow his line on even 

the most important issues.8 

 From the British point of view, Rockingham is also accused of being half-

hearted about parliamentary reform; and it is true that he opposed John Wilkes, just 

as he opposed the Yorkshire reformer Christopher Wyvill; but this was because he 

was a Whig of the ‘old school’, not a Radical, and certainly not a democrat 

(‘democracy’ was still a dirty word in Britain as late as 1884).  By modern standards, 

he was intensely conservative, socially and politically.  His reason for opposing 

George III for so many years was that he saw the King as breaking the mould, and 

departing from early Hanoverian traditions concerning the relationship between 

monarchy and Parliament. 

 Finally, from the American point of view, it might be said that Rockingham’s 

support for the American cause was only half-hearted; but this view again ignores 

the realities of British politics.  At all times prior to 1782, George III, and the majority 

of the House of Commons, took the view that the Americans should, ultimately, do 

as they were told; and should not (and could not) expect to elect MPs to the 

Westminster House of Commons.  Rockingham himself was opposed to 

independence for the American colonies, until such time as it became inevitable, 

because of military defeat.  He agreed with George III that in theory, the Americans 

owed the monarchy a duty of obedience.  He simply took the view that it was best to 

leave them alone in practice, and not attempt to impose new taxes.  If this is 

regarded as being ‘half-hearted’, then he is guilty as charged; but there is a very 

strong plea in mitigation. 

 Rockingham’s political career was not entirely in vain.  Perhaps the last word 

should go to his successor’s biographer: 

 

 It was once suggested that British political organisation in the mid- 

 eighteenth century should be studied without reference to the terms 

 'Whig' and 'Tory'. Yet it cannot be overlooked that by the end of the 

 American War of Independence there was again an identifiable  

 political group that claimed for itself the sole right to the title of 'Whig' 

 and the function of representing the true national interest, and which 

 based its claim not only on organised connection but on shared political 

 experience, a set of avowed political principles and a political programme 

                                                           
8 See Butterfield, George III and the Historians, Cassell, 1957, 270.  Butterfield pointed out that in 1767, 

Rockingham thought he could rely on 121 MPs, whilst the Duke of Newcastle put the figure at 101.  

The two lists have only 77 names in common. 
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 for the immediate future. This was the group led by the second Marquis of 

 Rockingham. 

 

 Even the critical Owen conceded that Rockingham: 

 

came to command intense loyalty, even during sixteen long years in the 

political wilderness between 1766 and 1782. It is easy to sneer at 

Rockingham for his amateurism and incapacity, but in an age when 

personal relationships were all-important in politics, and when (Pitt 

notwithstanding) men mattered more than measures, one should  

not underestimate Rockingham's sincerity and capacity for friendship.  

He was an agreeable companion and a genial host; he enjoyed 

tremendous popularity in Yorkshire; he had enough money to be 

disinterested and could, if necessary, afford the luxury of almost 

permanent Opposition. 

 

 

 

THE 4TH EARL FITZWILLIAM, 1782-1833 

 
The Dublin Observer for Saturday 23 February 1833 published the following glowing 

obituary of Rockingham’s nephew and successor: 

 

THE LATE EARL FITZWILLIAM 

 

The death of Earl Fitzwilliam deprives the country of one of the brightest 

ornaments of the peerage. It would perhaps be impossible to find in any rank 

an individual more entirely amiable than was the noble head of the house of 

Wentworth.  Large benevolence, the sincerest kindness of heart, the most 

feeling consideration, and a condescension which set the humblest person at 

perfect ease in his company, characterised him. He possessed also the higher 

virtues of unsuspected honour, fearless independence, and true patriotism. 

His mind, like his person, was noble, and cast in the justest mould of manly 

beauty and vigour. All his fine qualities were harmoniously blended together, 

and all derived grace and effect from his manners, which combined whatever 

could be desired in an English nobleman of the highest rank and breeding. 

 The talents of the deceased Earl were superior, but by no means first-

rate. He never aspired to take a leading part in politics. During the early part 

of his life he lent his aid to Fox and Burke, in their great struggle against the 

American War. The French Revolution which separated those two illustrious 

men, and divided the Whig party, alarmed Earl Fitzwilliam, and led him to 

give temporary but independent support to Mr. Pitt to whose general policy 
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he was always a firm opponent. He was appointed by the King to the post of 

Lord Lieutenant of Ireland in 1794, but was recalled after a few months, 

because his government was too liberal for the then dominant party, and for 

the bigoted though well-meaning monarch himself.  

 If Ireland had had governors like Earl Fitzwilliam, there would have 

been no rebellion,9 and the miseries and discontents of that country would 

never have spread so frightfully or taken such deep root; but that nobleman 

was destined to struggle through life against the Tory influence which so long 

cursed the land and it was only towards the close of his career that he was 

gladdened by the splendid triumphs of the principles dear to his heart.  

 During the short period of the Whig administration of 1806, he held the 

office of the President of the Council. One of the last victories obtained by the 

Tories over public opinion was the occasion of the dismissal of Earl 

Fitzwilliam from the Lord Lieutenancy of the West Riding of Yorkshire. He 

had the spirit to attend the great county meeting which petitioned for inquiry 

into the horrible massacre of the 16th August, 1819 at Manchester; and for this 

exercise of his rights as an Englishman he had the honour to be visited by the 

resentment of the Castlereagh and Sidmouth administrations. 

 Thus Earl Fitzwilliam was twice dismissed from high offices; and we 

apprehend there are very few persons who will deny that these dismissals 

were more truly honourable to him than any appointment could have been. 

The unbounded attachment displayed towards him on those occasions by 

Ireland and Yorkshire afforded him incomparably higher pleasure than he 

could have derived from the most splendid testimonies of royal favour.  

 Earl Fitzwilliam was always a warm admirer of Earl Grey, and, having 

adhered to him through so many years of exclusion from office, he heartily 

rejoiced in the elevation of that statesman to the first post in the Cabinet. The 

triumphs of the great principles of liberty cheered the evening of his life and 

the twilight of his closing faculties; and he has descended to the grave in the 

fulness of years and of honours, more truly appreciated and more warmly 

beloved than even at any former period. He will deeply lamented, especially 

in this county; his numerous tenantry will deplore his death, as that of a 

father; and every man in the country acquainted with the history of the last 

fifty years, will feel that England has lost a nobleman, than whom the peerage 

had not a brighter ornament, nor the land a truer patriot. 

 

 The 4th Earl was the lord of Wentworth (and much else) for an extraordinarily 

long period of time; and it was a time of revolutionary changes - in politics, 

agriculture, commerce and industry.  Politically, he was a Whig, brought up in his 

uncle’s ‘school’, who revered his late ancestor’s memory; but in the first year of his 

                                                           
9 This is a reference to the Rebellion of 1798, which involved the United Irishmen led by Wolfe Tone, 

and a French invasion force. It was put down, with a death toll of between 10,000 and 30,000 lives. 
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earldom, the independence of Britain’s American colonies was recognised at the 

Peace of Paris (1783), and this introduced a wholly new element into international 

relations and diplomacy, in the form a new, vigorous and rapidly expanding 

democratic and non-aristocratic republic. The significance of the American 

Revolution was not lost on British observers, even in the late 18th century, nor was it 

was lost on the French.  The French monarchy had bankrupted itself in assisting the 

Americans in their struggle for independence from Britain.  Now, in 1789, it was to 

be destroyed by a Revolution which was partly inspired by the American 

experience. 

 Fitzwilliam feared the French Revolution (though, like his uncle Rockingham, 

he had supported the Americans in their desire to be left alone).  Like most Whigs, 

he supported Pitt’s Tory governments in time of war, though the relationship was 

always an uneasy one.  In particular, Fitzwilliam’s position at the heart of the British 

Establishment (in particular as Lord Lieutenant of the West Riding of Yorkshire) 

meant that Wentworth Woodhouse (or Wentworth House, as it was called at the 

time) was a target for those who believed in ‘direct action’; and in 1791 the Earl was 

informed of a plan to attack his home.  As his political biographer wrote: 

 

At Sheffield [a] Constitutional Society seems to have come into existence late 

in 1791, starting with 'an assembly of some five or six mechanics' meeting  

in each other's houses to discuss such matters as 'the enormous high  

price of provisions etc', 'the iniquitous Corn Bill' of 1791, and the  

doctrines of [Tom] Paine's Rights of Man.  By the beginning of 1792 the  

movement was beginning to spread, and a fully organised society  

came into being… In March the society claimed 'nearly 2,000' members… 

Tracts and pamphlets were circulated, a cheap edition of the Rights of Man 

was published, and a fortnightly newspaper, The Patriot, was established, 

with an extreme radical tone. Despite the society's Address to the Public in  

December 1791, which stressed the peaceable and orderly nature of  

its intended proceedings, alarm was taken at the possibility of  

disaffection spreading from the more responsible middling ranks to  

the 'lower orders' of society, whose activities were less likely to be  

restrained 'by an interest in peace and social stability.  

 Fitzwilliam was closely informed of the society's activities from  

the start. His frequent correspondent, the Rev. Henry Zouch, who  

lived at Sandal, near Wakefield, was a close observer and his  

correspondents in Sheffield sent him frequent reports which he  

passed on to Fitzwilliam.  In late December an anonymous correspondent was 

taking alarm at the growing numbers in the society 'of the lower classes of 

manufacturers', amounting to 'several hundreds', and professing 'to be 

admirers of the dangerous doctrine' of Mr Payne, whose pamphlet they 

distribute with industry and support his dogmas with zeal'. At the same time 

rumours reached Fitzwilliam of a supposed plan to attack his home, as a 
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symbol of privilege and oppression, and he warned his steward to prepare to 

defend it.  “The destruction of Wentworth would be their aim… because the 

levelling of the fortunes, the rank, and every outward mark of distinction  

belonging to the classes above them” was their creed, he wrote.10  

 

 Pausing there, it is worth noting that Sheffield acquired a reputation for 

Radicalism during the 1790s, which explains George III’s remark in 1800 - “Ah 

Sheffield, Sheffield, damned bad place, Sheffield.”   Previously, the 4th Earl had 

occasion to deploy either the Volunteer Infantry or the Yorkshire West Riding 

Yeomanry to quell disturbances in Sheffield in 1795 and in 1800.11 

  

There was a further conspiracy to attack Wentworth Woodhouse in 1812: 

 

The price of grain continued to rise and there was another  

popular disturbance [in Sheffield] on 18 August 1812. Flour was selling 

at seven shillings a stone and a crowd gathered in order to enforce its 

sale at three shillings a stone. The local magistrates and Lord Milton, 

the son of Earl Fitzwilliam, tried to restore order, but Lord Milton was  

stoned by the crowd when he suggested they wait until the harvest 

was brought in. The military had to move in to protect him and threats 

were made to march on the home of the Fitzwilliams at nearby 

Wentworth. The next day the town was quiet but there had been 

reports of nocturnal meetings in the vicinity.12 

  

 By 1817 the Government was using extraordinary means to counteract what it 

saw as a threat of imminent revolution.  A notorious double agent known as Oliver 

the Spy was at work in South Yorkshire: 

 

This revolutionary spirit was again in evidence in the spring of  

1817 when Oliver the Spy made his two tours of the North of England. 

On the first of these tours Oliver merely established  

contacts while travelling in the company of Joseph Mitchell - an  

important Lancashire "delegate". On his second trip Oliver went on 

alone to meet with local physical force radicals. At Sheffield his plans 

went somewhat astray because the local authorities had not been 

                                                           
10 Smith, 131-2; see also Mee (1975), 15. 
11 Secret Sheffield, 5; Dearth and Distress in Yorkshire 1793-1802, Roger A.E.Wells, Borthwick Papers no. 

32, 1977, 26, 30.  In 1795 the C.O. of the Volunteers, Athorpe, killed his horse in riding over from 

Wentworth to Sheffield. 
12 Donnelly & Baxter, Sheffield and the English Revolutionary Tradition, 1791-1820, in Pollard, S 

ed. (1976), citing Annual Register, 1812, p.104; Sheffield Iris, 25 Aug. 1812; Sheffield Mercury, 22 

Aug. 1812. 
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informed that Oliver was in the employ of the government and they 

proceeded independently on the advice of their own informer. The 

result was a raid on 29 May 1817 by the Sheffield magistrates on a 

secret meeting at a grinding wheel where Oliver himself was almost 

apprehended.  

 The secret meeting was attended by about two dozen delegates 

who were each alleged to represent ten men. The conspirators were 

finalising their plans for an insurrection on 10 June in which their 

objectives were to be the local barracks, the arms depot at Doncaster, 

and Wentworth House. Their political beliefs were outlined by one 

delegate: “Our purpose for forming ourselves into a body in this 

manner, is to endeavour by force to effect the deliverance of our 

common country from the greatest Slavery and Despotism that ever 

was suffered to exist in it. We have no representative Body, who care 

for our interests in any way - and if we meet to petition  

we are pronounced traitorous and seditious. Our Commerce is gone, 

our Agriculture ruined, and our bodies liable to be thrown into prison. 

Where is the Briton that can or will endure this system of Tyranny and 

Taxation”? 

 
 The authorities were prepared to use force, even when faced with what we 

would now call a peaceful ‘demonstration’; but their decision to turn the yeomanry 

loose on an unarmed crowd in St Peter’s Fields, Manchester in 1819 was condemned 

by many at the time; and has recently been the subject of Mike Leigh’s film, Peterloo.  

Earl Fitzwilliam was praised by liberals when he joined the chorus of criticism, just 

as he had been when he resigned as Lord Lieutenant of Ireland in the 1790s; but he 

had been ready to use similar violence himself as Lord Lieutenant in Yorkshire; and 

Donnelly & Baxter therefore thought that ‘his martyrdom in the cause of civil 

liberties over Peterloo was partly a deliberate political one’.  

 

 

 

THE 5TH EARL FITZWILLIAM, 1833-1857 

 
The 5th Earl was, like his father, a Whig; and in his case this was manifested in his 

strong advocacy of free trade and the repeal of the Corn Laws; but, also like his 

father, he was lukewarm about the Reform Act of 1832 and, once it was enacted, he 

was opposed to the idea of further parliamentary reform, or extension of the 

franchise, which makes it ironic that Reform Row in Elsecar bears the date 1837.  He 
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also lived long enough to witness the revolution of 1848 in France, and was strongly 

opposed to it. 13 

 The obituary for the 5th Earl appeared in the Leeds Intelligencer for Saturday 10 

October 1857: 

 

DEATH OF EARL FITZWILLIAM, K.G. 

 

We regret to announce the mournful intelligence of the death of Earl 

Fitzwilliam, at Wentworth House, near Rotherham, between nine and ten 

o'clock on Sunday morning. The sad and unexpected event, following soon 

after the sudden decease of the infant child of Viscount and Viscountess 

Milton, has plunged the noble family into deep affliction. Early in September 

his lordship, whilst at Marske, on the Yorkshire coast, he was attacked with 

disease of the urinary organs, induced by his remaining too long in the water 

while enjoying sea bathing.14 The attack, though of severe nature, was not 

such as to preclude the hope of speedy recovery, and in the course of a 

fortnight these hopes were so far realised that his lordship was able to be 

removed to his seat, Wentworth House, where preparations were then in 

progress for the expected visit of the Queen and Prince Consort on the 15th 

instant, upon the return of the court from Scotland.  

 His lordship's recovery proceeded favourably, but early in the last 

week, in consequence of his feeble slate, it was found necessary communicate 

to her Majesty the noble earl's deep regret that prudence had denied him the 

honour he had hoped for in welcoming her Majesty at Wentworth House.  

 On Saturday at noon, when Mr. Wilson Overend, his lordship's 

surgeon, left Wentworth House all the symptoms were indicative of ultimate, 

if not speedy, recovery. The immediate cause of his death was an attack of 

paralysis, which not infrequently supervenes upon the particular disease 

under which he was suffering. His lordship was seized with the attack of 

paralysis in the right arm and leg about one o'clock on Sunday morning, but 

the symptoms were not at first such to excite alarm, and it was some time 

afterwards before messenger as despatched for Mr. Overend in Sheffield.  Mr. 

Overend received notification of the earl's danger about six o'clock, and was 

by his bedside in the course of an hour and a half. Mr. Overend at once saw 

that all the aids of science were unavailing, remained by his lordship's 

bedside until he breathed his last. The noble earl died without pain.  

 The late earl, like his venerable father, was a staunch Whig in politics, 

and consistently supported all the measures of his party. He entered 

parliament first for Malton along with Bryan Cooke, previous to his return for 

Yorkshire in the year 1807. The election fur this county in 1807 was one of the 

                                                           
13 Mee (1975), 7, 13-14. 
14 This must be an early example of the perils of spending time at the seaside. 
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most memorable struggles on record, and certainly the most expensive 

contest that ever distinguished the annals of electioneering…., the numbers at 

the close the poll being:— Mr. Wilberforce 11,808 Viscount Milton 11,177 Hon. 

Henry Lascelles 10,990 The contest was said to have cost the three candidates 

nearly half a million of money, the greater part being expended by the two 

aristocratic parties—Mr. Wilberforce's expenses being mainly defrayed by 

public subscription. The vast sums expended by the Fitzwilliam and Lascelles 

families in that remarkable contest was the means of cooling their party 

ardour for some years afterwards.  

 As Viscount Milton for many years (from 1807 to 1830) he represented 

this county in parliament. 1831 he was returned to the House of Commons for 

Northamptonshire, in conjunction with Viscount Altborp (the late Earl 

Spencer); and at the next general election in the following year was he 

returned for the northern division of that county … but the following year he 

succeeded his father in the earldom, and consequently removed to the House 

Peers.  

 The Fitzwilliam family is one of the most ancient of the aristocracy, the 

ancestor of that noble house having been ambassador of William I, when 

Duke of Normandy, and accompanied him to England at the Conquest in 

1066. It was once very numerous, eleven branches having subscribed their 

names to a pedigree made out 1565.  

 Two weeks after his death, the newspapers were still publishing stories about 

him, including this remarkable one, which appeared in the Sheffield Independent for 

Saturday 17 October 1857: 

 

AN INCIDENT IN THE LIFE OF THE LATE EARL FITZWILLIAM 

 

The Doncaster Gazette says: — His Lordship was considered a hard rider — 

certainly, he was a fearless one, and his courage was such that nothing could 

possibly daunt his spirit, or turn him aside from his purpose. In the fearful 

mêlée which took place at Doncaster, when the thimble men, who had 

assembled in hundreds from all parts of the kingdom, were put down by 

main force, his Lordship enacted the most conspicuous part.  

 When the Rubbing House gate was closed and barricaded by these 

desperate scoundrels, who used the legs of their tables as bludgeons, and 

were armed besides with large stones, the Noble Lord was first through the 

field gate opposite the rear of the Grand Stand, thus taking them in their 

flank, and with two of his own grooms, headed the charge in the direction of 

the Deaf and Dumb Institution, followed by the late Lord Wharncliffe, Mr. 

George Savile Foljambe, Mr. Edmund Beckett Denison, and many other good 

horsemen.  
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 The Noble Lord flew over the hedges and fences with the most resolute 

spirit; chased the delinquents into every nook and corner, or fairly rode them 

down, and captured several of them with his own hands. Those who 

witnessed that terrific and overwhelming charge can never forget it. Unaided 

by military force, which was placed in ambush in Carr House Lane, more was 

accomplished by a body of noblemen and gentlemen, in a very short space of 

time, than seemed possible, considering the number and ferocious character 

of their opponents. The charging party, who were all well mounted, were 

animated by the most determined resolution, and at their own personal risk. 

They surmounted every obstacle, they cleared every fence; and they effected 

their purpose most successfully, amid vociferous cheering from the summit of 

the Grand Stand. Upwards of six van loads of these ruffians, who had 

previously defied the authority of the Mayor and the whole body of police, 

were conveyed to prison and met with their reward. Thus, the Noble Lord 

was mainly instrumental in completely extinguishing the villainous thimble- 

rig robbery at Doncaster races.15 

 

 Neither the obituary nor the item reproduced above tells us anything 

about Fitzwilliam’s relationship with the Chartists, who demanded universal 

manhood suffrage, and whose movement was met with repression.  However, 

there was a series of ‘camp meetings’ or protests, held in South Yorkshire in 

1839, on Hood Hill (22 September), at Attercliffe (6 October) and in Loxley 

Chase (13 October). According to Baxter: 

At Hood Hill there were Chartists from Sheffield, Barnsley and 

Rotherham and from their respective political hinterlands. For the first 

time a large public demonstration was held within easy reach of the collier 

and ironworker population of the politically underdeveloped central area 

of the region. Earl Fitzwilliam and a party from Wentworth also attended 

Hood Hill, but at a distance. His own colliers and the agricultural and 

industrial workforce on his estate ran the risk of dismissal if recognized. 

Yet nearby Ecclesfield was an established Chartist centre and the 

paternalist control of workers and the communities they lived in  

by big industrial employers, such as Fitzwilliam and Newton  

Chambers at nearby Thomcliffe was not absolute.  

The message conveyed by the speakers at this mass meeting was overtly 

political: 

                                                           
15 A ‘thimble-rig’ is a synonym for ‘swindler’. More specifically, it may refer to a swindle which 

involves three thimbles or cups, used to disguise the location of a pea, or ball.  This is probably what 

is referred to above, since the ‘thieves’ are said to have used the legs of their tables as bludgeons; but, 

if all that was involved was this kind of trickery, it is curious that the activity is described here in such 

dramatic terms.  
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Brothers and sisters now unite,  

And contend for your just rights;  

Then soon the poor will happy be,  

Glorious times we all shall see.  

And the Chartist's song shall be,  

My country and sweet liberty.16 

 

 At the same time, there was a religious element to the proceedings.  

Baxter explains further: “What images of freedom were invoked by the singing 

of Ebenezer Elliott's hymn on the Hood Hill skyline? What sort of catharsis (if 

any) was generated by these lines”?  

O Lord our God arise,  
Scatter our enemies, 
And make them fall; 

Confound their politics, 
Frustrate their knavish tricks, 

On thee our hopes we fix, 
God save us all. 

 

 The 4th Earl Fitzwilliam had been critical of British policy in Ireland, and the 

5th Earl was too.  In 1824, as an M.P., he had used strong words about it in a speech 

in the House of Commons, he said that: 

 

Ireland had been ill-governed for six centuries [and] that our legislation has 

barbarised 5/6 of the population and erected the other 6th into a tyrannical 

oligarchy.17  

 

 In the late 1840s and ‘50s the 5th Earl had to deal with the consequences of an 

unprecedented crisis, in the form of Great Famine, triggered by the failure of the 

potato harvests in 1845 and 1847.  This resulted in around one million deaths from 

starvation, but also in mass emigration, which caused the island of Ireland’s 

population to fall by at least 20%.  No such calamity affected Britain, and the Famine 

led to an abiding hatred of British rule, especially amongst the millions of emigrants 

who went overseas, especially to the USA. 

 Fitzwilliam sought to alleviate the distress on his Irish estates by assisting 

emigration, providing free passage and a modest sum to help the emigrants once 

they reached their destination; and the Fitzwilliam ‘clearance’ policy ran from 1847 

to 1856 and a total of 5995 ‘surplus’tenants sailed for Canada, reducing the estate’s 

                                                           
16 Song sung at a Chartists meeting on Hood Hill near Wentworth on 22 September 1839, from Early 

Chartism and Labour Class Struggle, John L. Baxter in Essays, ed. Pollard, 1976. Baxter cited the 

Sheffield Iris for 27 August and 3 September, 1839; the Sheffield Mercury 28 September and 5 October 

1839; and the Northern Star for 28 September and 12 October, 1839.  I have not checked these 

references for myself. 
17 Mee (1975), 12. 
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population from 20,000 to 14,000.  One particular clearance scheme will forever be 

associated with the Coollattin estate in County Wicklow.   

 In 1847 the 5th Earl arranged for emigrants to go and work on a new railway, 

to be built by the Saint Andrews & Quebec Railway Association.  The scheme ran 

from 1847 to 1856 and cost him in excess of £16,000; but it was badly managed.  From 

the start there was a misunderstanding between the Earl and the Railway Company 

as to numbers.  The Railway had asked for 100 able-bodied men, but Fitzwilliam sent 

around 2,000 men, women and children, by no means all of whom were able-bodied.  

Moreover, when they did arrive, the Canadian authorities were totally unable to 

cope with the influx, and many of the emigrants died of cholera and other diseases, 

while they were detained in holding camps.  In the end, the Railway company laid 

them all off and went into liquidation, condemning the emigrants to find support 

from the public purse or move on elsewhere in Canada, or to the USA.  

 The story of the emigration from Wicklow to St Andrews is told by Jim Rees 

in Surplus People (2000,2014); and it is interesting that, in a blog to be found on the 

County Wicklow heritage website, Rees replies to criticism that he was too 

favourable towards Fitzwilliam: 

 

When I started researching the Fitzwilliam clearances I had [an adverse 

opinion]; but five years' research showed them to be - as I often describe them 

in my talks - 'among the best of a bad bunch'. I fully agree that they were 

landlords who I believe had no right to the lands that had been taken from the 

native people, but anyone who has carried out even minimal research into the 

Fitzwilliams will see that they treated their tenants far more fairly than the 

rest of the landlords.  

 

 This is interesting, because although the final verdict is favourable, Rees 

cannot forget the original injustice involved in the expropriation of the native Irish 

by British settlers and absentee landlords. However well-meaning the Fitzwilliams 

may have been, they could not change the fundamental nature of their landlordism, 

which was based (at least in part) on trickery and usurpation;18  and Rees is by no 

means alone in taking this view.  It underlies the histories written by Sinn Fein’s 

P.S.O’Hegarty, for example, and was (and is) shared by Irish Nationalists in general.  

 One thing further about the 5th Earl.  According to Graham Mee, he had the 

reputation of being a bit of a Puritan, despite his formal adherence to the established 

Church: Creevey (author of the Creevey Papers) even referred to him as ‘Praise God 

Barebones Fotzwilliam’, alluding to the most prominent member of Oliver 

Cromwell’s appointed Parliament of 1653.19  This is interesting, in view of the fact 

                                                           
18 In the case of the Coollattin estate, much of the double-dealing was done in the time of the 1st Earl of 

Strafford, who was effectively Charles I’s ‘Prime Minister’ in the 1630s. 
19 Mee (1975), 7. 
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that his remote ancestor Thomas Wentworth, 1st Earl of Strafford was of a Puritan 

persuasion, before his decision to serve Charles I in the late 1620s. 

 

 

THE 6TH EARL FITZWILLIAM, 1857-1902 

 
In 1857 the 5th Earl left the Wentworth estate to his eldest son, but the Milton estate 

to his second son; and as a result the family inheritance was divided until 1852, 

when the 9th Earl (Eric) died, and the 10th Earl (Tom), became lord of both estates 

again (though he chose to live in the South). 

 The 6th Earl had 8 sons, all called William and 6 daughters, all called Mary - it 

was not for nothing that he was regarded as a pillar of the Whig establishment.  His 

obituary for appeared in the Yorkshire Evening Post for Thursday 20 February 1902: 

 

DEATH OF EARL FITZWILLIAM 

POPULAR NOBLEMAN  

SUCCEEDED BY VISCOUNT MILTON, M.P. 

 

We regret announce the death of Wm. Thos. Spenoer Wentworth, sixth Earl 

Fitzwilliam, which took place Wentworth Woodhouse, 12.20 today, from 

bronchitis, following on a severe cold. Earl Fitzwilliam was born in 1815, and 

succeeded the title on the death his brother. He married Harriet Frances, 

daughter of George, seventeenth Earl Morton, and is succeeded by his 

grandson, Viscount Milton, M.P., who was born in 1872, and married Maud, 

the youngest daughter of the Earl of Zetland. Viscount Milton is the member 

for Wakefield. He was returned at the last General Election without 

opposition.  

 Earl Fitzwilliam was a generous, sympathetic, country gentleman, a 

true patriot, and a man witlh noble ideals. The hospitality of the Fitzwilliams 

is traditional. For six months of the year the house at Wentworth is full of 

guests, and at rent days May and November some 300 people feed on the 

premises for the greater part of week.  

 Born in Waterloo year, William Thomas Spencer Wentworth 

Fitzwilliam was the second son of the fifth Earl, succeeding to the title and 

estates at the age of 42 years. He was educated at Eton and Trinity College, 

Cambridge, graduating as B.A., in 1837. At the age of 24 he married Lady 

Frances Harriet Douglas, eldest daughter of the 19th Earl of Morton. She died 

in 1895. Just before the wedding he was elected Whig member Parliament for 

Malton, a position which held until 1841. He tried next for the West Riding, 

but was defeated. Five years later he again became M.P. for Malton, but only 

held the seat for a year. He was then for ten years the Parliamentary 
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representative of Wicklow, retiring in 1857 to succeed the Earldom. In 1846 he 

became commander of the 1st West Yorkshire Yeomanry, and for years was 

actively associated with that body. In 1857 he was made Lord-Lieutenant of 

the West Riding, an appointment he relinquished in 1892. Lord Fitzwilliam 

had a unique stock of interesting reminiscences. He remembered his father 

spending £100,000 an election campaign in the West Riding.  

 In 1886, the Earl just deceased severed his connection with the Liberal 

party, and became a Unionist. He loved the Irish people too well to desire to 

cut them adrift, having extensive estates in Wicklow, where his tenants 

literally worshipped him.20 He made a point of living a part of every year 

amongst them. Three years after his succession to the earldom, Lord 

Fitzwilliam established the Fitzwilliam Hunt, and maintained it all along 

without calling for a single subscription.  

 The Earl's relationships with his workpeople were of the happiest 

description. He was President of the West Riding Miners' Permanent Relief 

Fund. On one occasion, in 1873, the miners of Low Stubbin Pit refused to join 

the Association and trouble arose. An interview was asked for by the men. 

There was a gathering of more than 300 miners in the great hall at Wentworth 

Woodhouse, and Lord Fitzwilliam told the apologists frankly and fairly that 

they were free to do they liked, and to get the best price for their labour by 

any means in their power, but that they must not interfere with anybody else. 

He characterised as a crime the attempt to coerce one of their fellows and their 

threatening letter. Some weeks after the renewal of confidence was celebrated 

by a grand fete at Wentworth, to which Lord Fitzwilliam invited every man 

engaged at his works, together with their wives and sweethearts. The Earl, in 

1875, when differences occurred, again carried his point in refusing to treat so 

long as a third party—the Miners' Association—intervened.21 

  His Lordship's efficient administration landowner is found in the 

excellent condition of the farms on his estates, and the contentment of his 

tenantry, as exemplified by the rejoicings on the occasion of the Earl and 

Countess's golden wedding celebration, and on many other occasions. The 

Earl and Countess endeavoured in every way possible to add to the pleasure 

and instruction of those among whom they lived, was instanced in 1886, 

when, at Elsecar, an industrial and fine art exhibition was arranged.22 At the 

opening there were H.R.H. Princess Mary, Duchess of Teck, who was 

accompanied by H.R.H. the Duke of Teck and Princess Victoria Mary, now 

Princess of Wales.  

 The most striking of the permanent monuments the family is, perhaps, 

the splendid Early English church erected some twenty years ago in memory 

                                                           
20 This is a very British way of looking at the matter. 
21 As to this see further Chapter 11 below. 
22 See again Chapter 11. 
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of the 5th Earl and his Countess. An interesting side of the late Earl's career 

was his long association with the 1st West Yorkshire Yeomanry, the command 

of which he relinquished in 1886, on which occasion he was presented by the 

officers with silver equestrian statuette.  

 Of the late Earl's numerous family more than one member has attained 

distinction; the eldest son, the late Viscount Milton, who died in 1877, was at 

one time member for the South-West Riding, and previously for County 

Wicklow. He was of "The North-West Passage by Land" fame.  

 

  This obituary mentions the political crisis of 1886, which caused the 6th Earl to 

become a Liberal Unionist (and later a Conservative).  The crisis was even more 

marked in Ireland because Parnell (whose Irish Parliamentary Party now held 86 

seats in the House of Commons) was not merely the leader of a political movement, 

but President of the Irish Land League, which adopted the so-called ‘Plan of 

Campaign’.  This involved direct action against landlords and their agents, in 

support of tenants who were under threat of eviction for non-payment of rent.  The 

League’s methods included ‘boycotting’, the first victims of which included Captain 

Boycott, who was land agent for the Earl of Erne in County Mayo in 1880, and the 

Earl of Clanricarde in Galway; but the League also regarded Earl Fitzwilliam and his 

agents as targets.  In particular, there is a report of a mass meeting in County 

Wexford early in September 1888, where the founder and leader of the League 

Michael Davitt (1846-1906), the founder of the Land League used harsh language to 

condemn absentee landlords in general. The Sheffield Daily Telegraph for Thursday 13 

September 1888 reported as follows: 

 

DAVITT'S RAGE AGAINST GOOD LANDLORDS 

 

[Davitt] said he regretted to see that some Nationalist tenant farmers and 

members of the National League had subscribed to a testimonial be presented 

to Earl Fitzwilliam on the 50th anniversary of his marriage day.  Were he 

(Lord Fitzwilliam) 20 times as good a landlord as some said he was, but 

which he (Mr. Davitt) very much doubted, he was still a supporter of the 

infamous system that was responsible for the ruin and degradation of Ireland 

He expressed hope that Lord Fitzwilliam would double the rent of every man 

who would have anything to do with the testimonial to him. (Cheers.) 

 

 The Wexford People for Wednesday 5 September 1888 reported further that 

Davitt had said: 

 

The land grabber as an institution is as dead as the Irish elk, and neither 

Balfour's coercion nor the Pope's rescript can again revive the unchristian 
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practice (Hear, hear).23 It would be far better, in my judgment, for the 

landlords to try and discover some rational way to a final settlement of this 

agrarian war.  They would find this a more profitable line of action and a far 

more reasonable one than allowing the battle to be fought by the Clanricardes 

of their class. Their system is played out, and they know it (Cheers).    

 

 Clanricarde was a well known landlord who believed that the correct 

response to protests about high rents was to stand firm, and refuse to offer any 

reduction.  By contrast it was well known that Earl Fitzwilliam had offered his Irish 

tenants a reduction of 50%; but while some praised him for this, others pointed out 

that he had reduced the rent of some of his English tenants to zero.24   

 Davitt also pointed that one of Fitzwillam’s sons had recently stood for 

election in the constituency of Doncaster as a Liberal Unionist, and therefore as 

someone who was directly opposed to the activities of the Land League, and the 

very idea of Home Rule for Ireland: 

 

A short time ago the son of Earl Fitzwllliam was the Unionist candidate for 

the constituency of Doncaster. He appealed to the electors of that constituency 

to return him, in order to crush the movement of which Mr. Parnell is the 

head.  What will Yorkshire democrats and Home Rulers say now when they 

learn that some of Mr. Parnell's followers in county Wicklow have presented a 

testimonial to the landlord and Unionist father of the Unionist member for 

Doncaster? (Applause). 25 

 

 There is further evidence of the adverse opinion which some Irishmen now 

held of Earl Fitzwilliam in a letter to the editor of a local newspaper, recounting the 

experience of the correspondent’s father.  This man had been coerced into agreeing a 

rent for a property in Wicklow which was more than he could afford, so that he was 

eventually forced to sell up; and this was the work of Fitzwilliam’s agent, one Doyle. 

 

I was at various times applied to by persons of the mean, toady class, to 

attend meetings and sign adulatory addresses to Lord Fitzwilliam. I declined 

joining in such addresses, and stated my reasons for so doing.   Men are on 

their guard against persons of the Clanricarde type. It requires the craft of a 

                                                           

23 Arthur Balfour (nephew of the Prime Minister Lord Salisbury) was responsible for Ireland during 

the Tory administrations of the 1890s.  They did not agree with Home Rule and sought to quell Irish 

unrest by a policy of coercion, combined with land reform.  On 20 April 1888, Pope Leo XIII issued a 

papal rescript criticising the Plan of Campaign and boycotting, as well as advising the Irish clergy to 

refrain from any involvement. Davitt was one of many to denounce the Pope’s intervention.  
24 A letter to the Manchester Evening News for Tuesday 7 February 1882 denied that Fitzwilliam had - 

at that date - given his Yorkshire tenants any general reduction in rent: all he had done was to look 

sympathetically at individual cases, when there had been a poor harvest. 
25 Freeman’s Journal, 3 September 1888. 
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Fitzwilliam to go on increasing ill-gotten acquisitions, to the further 

impoverishment of the country.26 

 

THE 7TH EARL FITZWILLIAM, 1902-1943 

 

William Charles de Meuron Wentworth-Fitzwilliam, the 7th Earl Fitzwilliam (1872 – 

1943) succeeded to the earldom on the death of his grandfather, the 6th Earl, in 1902; 

and he was one of the richest men in Britain.  He had several estates in England and 

in what is now the Republic of Ireland.  He owned the coal which lay in abundance 

under the West Riding of Yorkshire, as well as the mining equipment, some of the 

railways, and the houses and cottages inhabited by hundreds of miners and 

agricultural workers.  He maintained a stud to provide racehorses and hunters.  He 

had a priceless art-collection and a 50-room house in Mayfair.27  He would probably 

be worth around £3,000,000,000 in today’s money; but he controlled the lives of those 

who worked for him to an extent which would be unthinkable in 2016, even for a 

Gates, a Bezos or a Zuckerberg. 

 The 7th Earl was an entrepreneur and an industrialist, as well as a landowner.  

If the headquarters of his agricultural empire was in Wentworth, the beating heart of 

his industrial empire was in nearby Elsecar, where the Elsecar Main colliery was 

opened in 1905.  The importance of this can be seen even today, at the Elsecar 

Heritage Centre, where what remains of the Earl’s private railway runs alongside the 

his old workshops and the Newcomen Pump (believed to be the oldest surviving 

steam engine of its kind in the world).  He was also an adventurer and innovator.  

His taste for adventure was demonstrated in 1904, when he bought a steam yacht 

and set off to Cocos Island in the Pacific, in search of buried treasure,28 while shortly 

after his return he founded the Sheffield Simplex car company, a potential rival for 

Rolls-Royce before it closed in 1925.  

 The Yorkshire Post and Leeds Intelligencer for Tuesday 16 February 1943 carried 

the following report: 

EARL FITZWILLIAM 

POLITICIAN, SOLDIER AND SPORTSMAN 

 

The death occurred yesterday at Wentworth Woodhouse, near Rotherham, 

after a long illness, of Earl Fitzwilliam. He was 70. Lord Fitzwilliam, the 

seventh Earl of a distinguished line, played many parts. The scion of one of 

the greatest and wealthiest houses the country, he had been soldier, politician, 

traveller and sportsman, and had a remarkable career before arriving at 

                                                           
26 Wexford People, 3 October 1888. 
27 Bailey, 7; Nottingham Evening Post, 12 February 1907; Sheffield Archives, Wentworth Woodhouse 

Muniments, T93, cited by British History Online. 
28 See Earl Fitzwilliam’s Treasure Island, Stephen Cooper & John Moorhouse (CreateSpace, 2016). 
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middle age. He was a popular figure in South Yorkshire, where he had many 

interests, being a large land and colliery owner.  

 Born in Canada in 1872, while his father, the then Lord Milton (who 

died in 1877) was visiting that country, he spent much of his youth in County 

Wicklow, where his family had extensive estates. In due course he went to 

Eton and afterwards to Trinity College, Cambridge, where was Master of the 

College Beagles. After leaving College he obtained a commission in the 4th 

Battalion Oxfordshire Light Infantry, and when aged 19 set out for the Far 

East, making a six months' tour through India, and getting as far as Peshawar, 

on the Afghan frontier. While there he became attached to the staff of Lord 

Lansdowne, then the Governor-General, and for one so young had unusual 

opportunities of studying Indian problems at close quarters.  

 Returning home after a year's stay in India, Lord Milton (as then was) 

began to interest himself keenly in coalmining developments, and spent much 

time underground, eventually qualifying as practical mining engineer. As a 

captain in the Oxfordshire Light Infantry, he served under Lord Roberts in 

South Africa. During the Boer Campaign he had many exciting adventures. 

and was mentioned in despatches. In 1908 was a Major in the West Riding 

R.H.A. and later Lieut.-Colonel. On the outbreak of the last war his services 

were accepted at the War Office.  He had also continued to make business 

journeys to London regularly, and on occasion he was in the House of Lords, 

where he made notable contributions to debates on industrial and other 

questions. He was mentioned in despatches and received the D.S.O. The 

K.C.V.O. was conferred upon him in 1912.  

 At the age of 22 he became M.P. for Wakefield, and he was very 

popular during the seven years he served as a Member. When his grandfather 

died in 1902 he succeeded to the title and estates as Earl Fitzwilliam, and went 

to the Upper House.  In 1912 King George V and Queen Mary made a tour of 

the industrial districts of the south portion of the West Riding, and the Earl 

and Countess entertained them at Wentworth Woodhouse, their stately home 

near Rotherham. Two years previously Earl Fitzwilliam had served as Lord 

Mayor of Sheffield, and his year of office was chiefly memorable for the 

reception he gave to the Trades Union Congress. In the year after his election 

Lord Mayor, Earl Fitzwilliam was appointed Alderman on the Sheffield City 

Council, and in the same year he received the honorary degree of LL.D. of the 

University of Sheffield. He was president of the Yorkshire Show in 1911. 

 A great sportsman, he was equally fond of hunting, riding, shooting 

and polo. Even when at Cambridge he had his horses and took part in the 

University Point-to-Point races. When barely of age he won many races on the 

Indian turf. Both in England and Ireland he was a popular landlord and one 

of the best known Masters of Foxhounds. At one time he claimed the 

distinction of being the only Master the United Kingdom, who directed affairs 

in two countries hunted by his own hounds.  
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 Wentworth is considered the home the largest weight-carrying 

thoroughbred hunters in England. An owner of racehorses also, the Earl's 

colours have often been carried to victory. Elected a member of the Jockey 

Club 1906, he officiated as Steward of Doncaster meetings. In June 1896, while 

M.P. for Wakefield, he married Lady Maud Dundas, a daughter of the 

Marquess of Zetland, of Aske Hall, Richmond. The son and heir is Lord 

Milton, now serving a captain in the Grenadier Guards.29 The eldest of four 

daughters is the Countess of Wharncliffe of Wortley Hall. 

 

 Once again, it is the Irish dimension which is missing from this somewhat 

bland account; but we do know that the 7th Earl sold a considerable portion of his 

estates under the Wyndham Act,30 though he was still criticised (in particular by 

James O’Connor, the Irish Nationalist MP for County Wicklow) for failing to fully 

co-operate with the Commissioners established by the new Act.  Specifically, it was 

alleged, though never proved, that in 1904 and 1906 the Earl (or more likely his 

agent Frank Brooke) had coerced tenants into buying land on his terms, by bringing 

forward the date upon which rent was due, and in serving eviction notices for the 

arrears which thereby accumulated.  Such methods were described (even at 

Westminster) as ‘intimidatory’.31  

 The Conservative Government which enacted the Wyndham Act (and was 

allied with the Unionists in Ireland and in Britain) certainly hoped that it would 

satisfy the land hunger of the Irish peasantry, and diminish their abiding resentment 

of British rule; and to some extent it did; but of course it did nothing for those who 

had hoped to see Home Rule enacted; and by the time that legislation was 

introduced for the third time in the Westminster Parliament in 1911, the world had 

moved on, in two very significant ways.  Firstly, it had become clear that Ulster was 

deeply opposed to Home Rule.32  Secondly, it was clear that many nationalists were 

no longer content to follow from the traditional parliamentary road to Westminster.  

A new political party, Sinn Fein (‘Ourselves Alone’) had been founded in 1905, which 

stood for a complete severance of the old ties with Britain.  Other nationalists joined 

the Gaelic League, founded in 1893, which advocated a revival of Gaelic culture, 

language and traditions, including sports.  Others again joined James Connolly’s 

socialist Citizens’ Army, founded in 1913. 

 The outbreak of the First World War in 1914 meant that Home Rule was 

postponed for the duration of the war; but at Easter 1916 a group of revolutionaries 

staged an insurrection in the name of an Irish Republic.  Though the Rising was put 

                                                           
29 Peter, 8th Earl Fitzwilliam, 1943-1948. 
30 See The Wyndham Land Act, 1903: the Final Solution to the Irish Land Question? Patrick John Cosgrove, 

PhD thesis, National University of Ireland, Maynooth, September 2008. 
31 Hansard, HC Debates 4 August 1904 vol 139, c 991; 23 May vol 157, cc 1288-9; Wicklow News-Letter 

and County Advertiser - Saturday 6 February 1904. 
32 Townshend. 
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down, it produced countless martyrs for Sinn Fein’s cause, both in the form of rebels 

who were executed, and those who were interned without trial.   

 As a response to the German Spring Offensive of 1918, the British 

Government decided to introduce conscription in Ireland; and this led to a further 

wave of revulsion in the nationalist community, uniting Sinn Fein and the Catholic 

Church for the first time.  After the Armistice of November 1918, there was a General 

Election, when a greatly enlarged electorate, voting in 105 Irish seats, returned no 

less than 73 Sinn Fein M.P.s to Westminster; but, in accordance with their principles, 

these M.P.s refused to their seats, instead convening in Dublin to proclaim the 

Republic, and vowing to achieve complete separation from Britain ‘by any means 

necessary’.  Thus began the Irish Revolution, which invollved a war between the IRA 

(formed by the merger of the Irish Volunteers and the Citizens’ Army) and the 

British Army, when the Royal Irish Constabulary were unable to contain the 

violence on their own; and a programme of assassination, by the IRA, of anyone 

deemed to be an agent of the British Establishment.  The IRA’s spearhead in Dublin 

was Michael Collins’s Dublin Guards.   

 People of my generation were horrified by ‘the Troubles’ which afflicted the 

North of Ireland during the years prior to Good Friday Agreement of 1998. We know 

much less about the Troubles which affected the whole of Ireland between 1919 and 

1921; but one of the victims of these earlier Troubles was Frank Brooke, Fitzwilliam’s 

land agent in Ireland, who lived in Shillelagh, County Wicklow.33 

 The life of Irish land agents who worked for prominent members of the 

Protestant Anglo-Irish Ascendancy was never entirely secure.  Such men had been 

the subject of widespread intimidation during the Land War of the 1880s; but, by the 

time the Irish War of Independence broke out in 1919, Frank Brooke was much more 

than a mere land agent. He was a landowner in his own right and an important 

member of the British Establishment.  A cousin of Basil Brooke, 1st Viscount 

Brookeborough (future Prime Minister of Northern Ireland), he was Deputy 

Lieutenant of County Wicklow and County Fermanagh, a Lieutenant in the Royal 

Navy, a Justice of the Peace for County Fermanagh, a Privy Councillor of Ireland, 

and Chairman of the Dublin and South-Eastern Railway. A newspaper report also 

described him as: 

 

Prominently associated with the commercial life of [Dublin].  He was a 

director of the National Bank, the Norwich Union Fire Insurance Society, and 

a Commissioner of Irish Lights [and] member of the Turf Club. 

 

                                                           
33 I first came across Brooke when I was working on a book entitled Earl Fitzwilliam’s Treasure Island, 

which told the little-known story of how the 7th Earl Fitwilliam took a party of friends and associates 

on a treasure-hunt in the Pacific Ocean in 1904-5.33 Brooke was amongst the most adventurous of the 

party, despite his being (at 54) somewhat older than several other members.   
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 In short, Brooke was an obvious target for the men of violence; but it still 

comes as a shock to read that he was assassinated, by the IRA on 30 July 1920.34 

 
 

GHOSTS? 

 

Visitors often enquire whether Wentworth Woodhouse has a ghost.  So far, the only 

stories I have found relate to the first owner we know much about - Sir Thomas 

Wentworth, 1st Earl of Strafford, who was beheaded on Tower Hill in 1641.  In 

particular the Illustrated London News for September 1888 reported: 

 

Yet hither [to the Earl’s Yellow Bedroom], as they say, the Earl returns 

occasionally.  We are assured that the maid servants go in terror of the great 

Earl himself, who passes down the Oak Staircase, and the Oak Staircase is 

there, and I saw it, at eleven o’clock on Friday nights and for convenience, 

carries his head under his arm. 
 

Finally, visitors often enquire whether Wentworth Woodhouse has a ghost; but I 

have found very few references in the local newspapers to such an entity.  However, 

I have found two.  The Sheffield Independent for Thursday 03 October 1918 reported as 

follows: 

 

THE GHOST AT WENTWORTH. 

 

In reference to the appointment of a new Vicar of Wentworth.  “Truth” says 

this week: the vicar of this parish is always domestic chaplain at Wentworth 

Woodhouse. The Gothic church in Wentworth Park was built the late lord 

Fitzwilliam at a cost of £25,000. The chancel of the old church is attached the 

new one, and contains the Wentworth monuments and the tomb of Lord 

Strafford, who is buried in the vault underneath. The ghost of Lord Strafford 

is said to walk down the old staircase at Wentworth at nights carrying his 

head. 

 

 The second reference comes from the Northern Whig for Wednesday 14 

September 1921: 

 

PERSONAL AND INCIDENTAL 

 

                                                           
34 Dublin Evening Telegraph, 30 July 1920; Belfast News-Letter, 13 November 1920 
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Wentworth Woodhouse, Lord Fitzwilliam’s seat, which is the great centre of 

hospitality during the Doncaster races, is believed to the largest inhabited 

dwelling in the kingdom. It is a quarter mile in length, and a hundred and 

twenty can accommodated comfortably in the dining room. Amusing stories 

are told of guests being lost in the many corridors and passages, and in the 

basement, which is a vast labyrinth. One of the best of them is that the famous 

Baron von Liebig, the chemist, who dropped a trail from a box of wafers, so 

that could retrace his steps if lost his bearings—as, in the event, he did! The 

harmless ghost of Wentworth Woodhouse is that of "the murdered Strafford," 

from whom Lord Fitzwilliam is descended. It is one of that much-prized but 

rare variety of ghosts which carries its head in its hands; but otherwise it is 

quite ordinary.  


